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Abstract 
 
In recent years, found-footage horror films have reappeared with increasing popularity, leading to 
its recognition as the current horror subgenre du jour. Its amateur style of filmmaking has 
allowed the subgenre to explore public concerns around the growth of technology, the use of 
surveillance, and crime control. Found-footage horror films offer a unique platform for analysis 
as they are framed around presenting the ‘footage’ in the film as factual or reality. In this research 
study, themes and narratives around the use of surveillance and the production of the docile body 
in found-footage horror films were examined. The study involved an ethnographic content 
analysis of 20 films, categorized under the ‘found-footage horror’ subgenre. Based on an analysis 
of the data, the study’s findings conclude that the FFH films in the sample are both critical and 
supportive of surveillance.   
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BASED ON ACTUAL EVENTS: SURVEILLANCE, FEAR AND CRIME CONTROL IN 
FOUND-FOOTAGE HORROR FILMS 
CHAPTER I  
Introduction 
Often discredited by filmmakers and generally disliked by film critics, the horror film 
genre and its related subgenres, have always enjoyed some profitability and popularity among 
audiences. The slasher film subgenre, for instance, enjoyed box office success in the early and 
mid-1980s (Pinedo, 1997). In recent years, a new subgenre of horror film – the found-footage 
horror film – has experienced significant levels of both production and popularity. According to 
the Internet Movie Database (IMDb), there were a total of 234 found-footage horror films 
released between 2006 and 2016. During this time period, several films that were released 
produced successful box office totals. For example, in 2007, Paranormal Activity, the first film of 
the series franchise, generated a gross domestic total of $107,918,810.00 (Box Office Mojo, 
2016). The success and pervasiveness of found-footage horror has its origins with the successful 
release of The Blair Witch Project (1999), often hailed as the first true found-footage horror film 
(Heller-Nicholas, 2014).  
Briefly, found-footage horror utilizes a particular amateur approach to filmmaking, which 
involves relatively low production budgets and has led to its prevalence in the market (Heller-
Nicholas, 2014). For instance, the production budget for Paranormal Activity (2007) was $15,000 
(Box Office Mojo, 2016). The term “found-footage horror” refers to horror films that feature 
content which is presented as found or discovered, as well as films that were produced using 
digital hand-held cameras and/or surveillance cameras (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). In general, the 
narrative structure of found-footage horror depicts a plot where the characters and events in the 
film are presented as factual or reality through the use of cameras and other surveillance 
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techniques. That is, found footage horror films purport to be attempts at re-creating “what 
happened” or the truth, which offers interesting commentary on the use of surveillance.  
While found-footage horror has become pervasive over the past decade, little formal 
research has focused on examining the cultural subtexts reflected in these films. Thus, the main 
focus of this research was to conduct a qualitative content analysis of a sample of found-footage 
horror films to examine the underlying themes and narratives regarding crime control, the 
production of a culture of fear and media, and the use of surveillance in relation to Foucault’s 
concept of the “docile body” and “panopticism”. The overall goal of this analysis is to examine 
whether these narratives legitimize the use of surveillance or offer subversive criticisms. 
Specifically, the objective is to identify themes and narratives that emerge from found-footage 
horror films concerning the use of technology and the production of “docile bodies”. Further, the 
study will focus on the extent to which the films construct surveillance and technology as a 
“political technology of the body”. 
CHAPTER II 
Theoretical Framework and Literature Review 
The first section of this chapter will begin with a discussion of cultural criminology as a 
general theoretical framework for the study of horror films. This will be followed by an 
introduction to the horror film genre itself to contextualize the discussion of found-footage horror 
films. The next section will consider criminological theory – including David Garland’s culture 
of control and Michel Foucault’s work on docile bodies and panopticism – in relation to the role 
of surveillance in found-footage horror films. To conclude, the final section will include a general 
discussion of surveillance with a focus on the potential relationship between surveillance and 
found-footage horror films. 
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Cultural Criminology 
Cultural criminology is defined as a “theoretical, methodological and interventionist 
approach to the study of crime” that seeks to understand the meaning of crime and crime control 
by placing it within the context of culture (Hayward & Young, 2008, n.p). When examining 
fictional media or popular culture, cultural criminology provides an appropriate theoretical 
approach to understanding meaning and representation, as well as societal attitudes and 
responses. Within this approach, “crime and the agencies and institutions of crime control [are 
viewed] as cultural products – creative constructs” (Hayward & Young, 2008, n.p). Due to its 
recent emergence as a criminological approach, criminologists are more frequently focusing on 
popular culture constructions of crime and crime control, as well as its impact on societal 
responses, understandings and public support (Ferrell, 1999). For instance, Brownstein (1991) 
examined the construction of drugs and violence in news media and how it contributed to the 
social constructions of the 1980s drug crisis in America. He argued that this case demonstrates 
how the media is used to further certain political agendas and government policies. During this 
time period, drugs were used as a scapegoat for a range of problems, exacerbated by government 
policies, on the deviant behaviour of the people who experienced them. The news media 
generated a number of stories, reinforcing negative notions such as the spread of drug-related 
violence and the randomization of its victims (Brownstein, 1991). Further, it encouraged the 
belief that white, middle-class citizens faced a growing vulnerability to drug-related violence 
(Brownstein, 1991). Drugs were depicted as being dangerous, highly addictive and responsible 
for increasing rates of crime and violence.  
Evidently, media representations impact how crime problems are treated in reality; 
however, it is a reciprocal relationship, as reality is also reflected through fictional 
representations. Phillips and Strobl (2006) argue that fictional media represent a form of alternate 
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reality as it closely reflects society more broadly. Further, fictional media, such as films, provide 
viewers with a means of vicariously exploring conflicts and issues inspired by reality. Since 
found-footage horror films largely involve various aspects of surveillance, they are critical to 
understanding how societal concerns and issues are reflected in popular culture and media.  
Cultural criminology can also be understood as exploring the relationship between 
cultural and criminal processes in contemporary society (Ferrell, 1999). Rather than a definitive 
paradigm, it is considered a fluid framework that uses a number of critical perspectives, 
connected by image, meaning and representation, to study crime and crime control (Ferrell, 
1999). Using an array of perspectives allows cultural criminologists to examine the politics of 
crime represented through cultural constructions of crime and deviance. Cultural criminology is 
grounded in a postmodern framework, which uses the proposition that “form is content, that style 
is substance, that meaning thus resides in presentation and re-representation” (Ferrell, 1999, p. 
397).  
Central to this framework is the notion of the ‘Hall of Mirrors’, which refers to images 
that are created and consumed in society and how they reflect or bounce off of one another. The 
hall of mirrors creates cultural fluidity, leading to a blurring of the lines between an actual event 
and its construction or representation. Ferrell, Hayward and Young (2008) discuss how crime and 
criminal justice in reality are confounded by representations in the media and popular culture. For 
example, the ‘CSI effect’ describes how fictional representations of crime procedurals create 
unrealistic expectations for American jurors (Hayward & Young, 2008). Thus, the distinction 
between reality and representation is blurred as they merge and reflect each other.  
When conducting research involving fictional media, a significant aspect of analyzing 
themes and narratives is the manner in which they are being presented. Generally, themes and 
narratives in fictional media tend to be either critical or supportive of the subject matter being 
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represented. This is particularly relevant to studying fictional representations of surveillance, 
technology and forms of governance, as fictional representations often reflect societal attitudes, 
responses and conflict. For instance, Erickson (2007) examined American fictional media for 
themes of terrorism and counter-terrorism. Focusing on eight fictional representations, two 
dominant themes emerged – subversion and legitimization. He found that the narratives offered 
both criticisms of terrorism and the ‘war on terror’ as well as support for the counter-terrorism 
efforts. As previously discussed, cultural criminology is concerned with understanding meanings 
in cultural artefacts such as film and other aspects of popular culture. As such, horror films are 
considered cultural artefacts, containing meaningful fictionalized representations. Since horror 
films largely involve elements of surveillance, they are critical to understanding how the use of 
technology and surveillance are constructed in media and how they reflect public perceptions.  
The Horror Film  
Horror is a specific cinematic film genre that often finds its boundaries blurred between 
the many subgenres it comprises, making it difficult to define. According to the Film Site (2016):  
horror films are unsettling films designed to frighten and panic, cause dread and alarm, 
and to invoke our hidden worst fears, often in a terrifying, shocking finale, while 
captivating and entertaining us at the same time in a cathartic experience. Horror films 
effectively center on the dark side of life, the forbidden, and strange and alarming events. 
They deal with our most primal nature and its fears: our nightmares, our vulnerability, our 
alienation, our revulsions, our terror of the unknown, our fear of death and 
dismemberment, loss of identity, or fear of sexuality. (np).  
Historically, many generic elements or aspects of horror have overlapped with other film 
genres, leading to the formation of smaller horror subgenres. For instance, the science fiction and 
fantasy genres have been absorbed by horror narratives and re-developed in a subversive manner. 
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While science fiction generally imagines a utopian society, the horror genre uses aspects of 
science fiction to construct a dystopian outlook to create ‘sci-fi horror’ (Wells, 2000). Thus, the 
various horror subgenres make it difficult to determine what is considered to be horror, as there 
are an array of films that contain certain elements of horror.  
In the United States, film is one of the most lucrative exports, making horror a staple 
genre in American cinema (Wetmore, 2012). Hollywood’s production of horror films, more than 
any other film industry, has influenced how the genre has come to be defined (Hantke, 2010). 
Consistent throughout the literature is that the primary purpose of a horror film is to generate fear 
within its viewers (Wetmore, 2012). In order for a horror film to be successful in fulfilling its 
primary narrative function, it must shock or upset the audience (Phillips, 2005). The ability to 
evoke or elicit a sense of fear is what largely characterizes the genre. This is where the 
boundaries become blurred, as any film whose primary purpose is to provoke fear within the 
audience could be classified as horror (Tybjerg, 2004).  
Although discredited by many filmmakers and critics as a form of art, horror films have 
long been a subject for cultural analysis and academic discourse. (e.g., Carroll, 1990; Clover, 
1992; Crane, 1994; Creed, 1993; Dika, 1990; Grixti, 1989; Jancovich, 1992; Tudor, 1989; 
Twitchell, 1985). Generally, film critics do not rate horror films very highly due to (1) a lack of 
traditional cut and dry angles and techniques used in other genres and (2) lack of a deep enough 
plot (How Movie Critics and Moviegoers View Films Differently, n.d). Scholars have described 
the horror film as cyclical – it enjoys periods of popularity followed by declines in viewership 
(Towlson, 2014). In the 1990s, for example, the horror film genre was less popular than what had 
been observed in the early 1980s. One explanation for this cyclical nature is that the horror genre 
may become more relevant to audiences during times of cultural/societal conflict. Academics 
have documented the cultural relationship that exists between the major phases of the horror 
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genre and historical periods of conflict. For example, some scholars have argued that the horror 
films of the 1930s, such as Frankenstein (1931) and Freaks (1932), reflected the discontent felt 
by the working class that arose from the Great Depression (Towlson, 2014). Science-fiction 
horror films of the 1950s contained anti-communist subtext that reflected the Cold War. Horror 
films in the 1960s and 1970s mostly depicted cannibals and psycho-killers, which reflected the 
Vietnam era, the Watergate crisis and the civil rights movement. For example, Night of the Living 
Dead (1968) raises issues of racism and the Vietnam War (Bishop, 2009). 
Due to their often subversive and transgressive nature, some horror films reflect various 
societal concerns and/or anxieties. Subversive means to subvert or challenge dominant values and 
social institutions and structures (Towlson, 2014). Teeth (2007), for example, subverts the 
expectation that the protagonist will be the “female victim” who will be stalked and instead 
transforms her into the predator. Transgressive refers to the push against or violation of 
normative boundaries or limits set by law or convention (Jenks, 2003). Transgressive cinema 
threatens the status quo by undermining expectations with something surprising and exceeding 
the limits of set or prescribed taste, morality or any other traditional value system (Zedd, 1985). 
For example, Saw (2004) transgresses normative or prescribed limits of acceptable cinematic 
violence (Gunkel & Gournelos, 2011). It was the first of its horror movie franchise to initiate 
films featuring “sadistic, scenes of torture, violence, bloodshed, pain, mental anguish and vocal 
caterwauling” (Gunkel & Gournelos, 2011, n.p). Through their subversive and/or transgressive 
content, horror films can challenge dominant social structures and norms. In each of the major 
phases of horror previously described, horror films have been used to challenge the status quo 
during historical periods of conflict (Towlson, 2014). Further, horror films can also be sources of 
informal social control that reinforce dominant discourse in mainstream society. The Exorcist 
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(1973), for example, is a conservative film that reinforces that importance of the role of the 
church over science.  
Horror films are subversive in the sense that they explore what people fear the most and 
challenge how they are controlled by societal and cultural norms. In other words, they subvert 
expectations around dominant social institutions. Horror critic Robin Wood (2012) describes the 
subversive qualities of the horror film, such as its formulaic nature, in his discussion of the 
monster. He claims that the depiction of the monster represents a “return of the repressed”: 
aspects of the self that are repressed by the individual and society (Wood, 2012, p.69). He 
identifies the basic formula of the horror film as “normality threatened by the monster” (Wood, 
2012, p.133).  
According to Towlson (2014), the subversive horror film can be defined by the following 
characteristics:  
i. It is anti-authority in terms of its deep distrust of traditional patriarchal 
structures – family, military, and government;  
ii. By way of opposition, it is largely sympathetic to society’s outcasts and 
“monsters”;  
iii. Moreover, it is characterized by an unwillingness to reaffirm normative values 
within the narrative, tending instead towards the apocalyptic. 
iv. It attempts to shock the audience into a higher state of socio-political 
consciousness by attacking their fundamental values. Graphic on-screen 
violence and/or emotional shock in the narrative are therefore intrinsically linked 
to ideological shock and the breaking of taboo. (p.15). 
For example, the film Freaks (1932) was subversive because of its portrayal of ‘normal’ 
appearing people as the true monsters rather than the circus sideshow freaks. Similarly, 
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Frankenstein (1931) “was widely censored for its scenes of perceived blasphemy, sadism and 
child molestation” (Towlson, 2014, p. 21). In this sense, these films served as a criticism of the 
eugenics movement that was emerging during this time period. The eugenics movement was a set 
of practices and beliefs that began in the early 20th century aimed towards the improvement of 
genetic traits among the human population. Most notably, these practices included higher rates of 
sexual reproduction for those with positive eugenics and desired traits, as well as lower rates of 
sexual reproduction and sterilization among those with less-desired, negative traits (Osborn, 
1937). The purpose of the eugenics movement was to create a method of social control that could 
be used to rid the world of the undesirable and create a genetically superior, master race (Black, 
2003; Galton, 1904). Freaks (1932) was an allegory for eugenics ideology, as it depicts the 
exploitation of an underclass of people by their perceived genetic superiors. It subverts the 
popular eugenics belief that equates physical appearance with internal, moral worth in its 
representation of the physically beautiful as rotten and corrupt, and the freaks as having inner 
nobility (Towlson, 2014). Further, it debunks the taboo of physical deformity and gawping at 
physical deformity by creating responses of fascination and empathy for the freaks. Similarly, 
Frankenstein (1931) was an allegory for social exclusion, as the monster was depicted as the 
“deviant, the criminal, the vagabond, the homeless veteran and the homosexual – an amalgam of 
all that society cast out and called monstrous in the 1930s” (Towlson, 2014, p. 31). It challenged 
a number of moral panics – fears of sexual deviancy – that were widespread throughout America 
during this time.  
In addition to its subversive qualities, horror films also have a transgressive nature. They 
can be a source of transgression in two ways: (1) the very nature of horror films can be 
transgressive because they violate traditional social values and taboos through representations of 
deviance; and (2) the act of viewing horror films itself can be transgressive. For instance, the 
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graphic violence often characteristic of the genre pushes and, in some cases, erases the 
boundaries around social norms. This can be seen in what is referred to as the “slasher” film, one 
of the most frequently discussed subgenres of horror. Slasher films contain common defining 
characteristics such as frequent depictions of nudity and sexual behaviour, graphic violence, and 
the surviving final female character (Clover, 1992; Molitor & Sapolsky, 1993; Welsh 2010). 
Common throughout slasher films is the punishment or death of characters that defy gender 
norms, by engaging in transgressive behaviour such as promiscuous sexual relations (Welsh, 
2010). Thus, both the nature of slasher films and the act of watching such films can be 
transgressive, due to the fact that many of its common elements, such as graphic violence, push 
against or extend normative boundaries. For example, Hostel (2005), a film that follows three 
backpackers in eastern Europe who are tortured and killed, pushed beyond the boundaries of 
acceptable on-screen violence.  
Given their often potentially subversive and transgressive nature, horror films can contain 
social and cultural meanings that are associated with a certain historical period or moment. These 
ideological and social messages have been well documented within the literature on horror films. 
The significance of the horror genre, which sets it apart from others, is that it explores these 
social and cultural meanings in a deeper, more confrontational manner (Prince, 2004). Many 
scholars interpret the horror genre as a struggle for recognition of all that is repressed or 
oppressed by society (Humphries, 2002; Wood & Lippe, 1979). The horror film is a source of 
transgression and oftentimes resistance, and as such, is viewed as a critical response to real-world 
issues. For example, Poole (2011) discusses how the themes of horror explore real-world fears, 
tensions, and anxieties. The depiction of the monster in American horror is frequently discussed 
and argued to be a means of teasing out societal fears of historical trauma. This can be seen in 
many illustrations of the monstrous such as Dr. Frankenstein and his monster, which became a 
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metaphor for anxieties regarding scientific modernity and its threat to the human experience 
(Poole, 2011). Horror films have also attracted many feminist interpretations, most notably by 
Clover (1992), Creed (1993) and Williams (1984), who critique gendered representations of the 
monstrous (Balmain, 2008).  
In contrast, horror films can also be culturally read as forms of informal social control. 
That is, horror films, like other forms of media, may reflect and reinforce traditional social norms 
or agendas. There are ten key fears, identified by horror author Stephen King, that are highlighted 
in most accounts of horror: “fear of the dark, squishy things, deformity, snakes, rats, closed-in 
spaces, insects, death itself, other people, and fear for someone else” (Wells, 2000, p.11). As 
such, horror films are regarded as ‘sociophobic’ windows into things that are feared, by 
reinforcing negative images and stereotypes of those that threaten social order (Wetmore, 2012). 
Films such as Psycho (1960), Dressed to Kill (1980), Sleepaway Camp (1983) and The Silence of 
the Lambs (1991) reinforced many negative stereotypes about transgendered persons. Thus, 
horror films have been described as xenophobic because of representations of the monster as a 
predatory ‘Other’ (Wetmore, 2012). Moreover, cultural fears can be seen in films of the 1970s, 
such as The Exorcist (1973) and The Omen (1976), in which the depiction of demonic children 
represented issues surrounding reproduction, gender roles and family structure (Prince, 2004). 
More importantly, these films were released during the time period when women’s reproduction 
and the right to abortion were prevalent societal issues. These depictions demonstrate the 
subversive and/or transgressive potential for horror films. Therefore, horror films are worthy of 
academic attention and should be studied because both (a) their subversive or transgressive 
subtext and (b) their underlying conservative themes can be reflective of the cultural anxieties 
and fears that permeated a particular time period. 
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Over the past 10 to 15 years, a significant amount of popular culture in North America 
has explored a number of recent historical events. For example, the impacts of the September 11th 
2001 terrorist attacks have been analyzed through film, including horror films. 9/11 and the 
subsequent aftermath, such as the war on terror, have frequently appeared in horror films, as the 
events introduced a new set of monsters for Americans (Poole, 2011). Many films, such as 
Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004) and World Trade Center (2006), have sought to depict the tragedies that 
occurred on 9/11, as well as the Bush administration’s immediate responses to the attacks 
(Wetmore, 2012). However, where heroic, dramatic, and action genres have failed both in the box 
office and in capturing the experience of the 9/11 events and the aftermath, horror films have 
stepped in to embrace the fear and horror of the events, rather than the heroism (Wetmore, 2012). 
Horror films began to adopt the images and elements of 9/11 as a catalyst for coping with 
the fear and cultural trauma of the events and aftermath (Wetmore, 2012). Many post-9/11 films 
have both subversive and transgressive elements and conservative or traditional messages. For 
instance, ‘torture porn’, coined by David Edelstein in 2006, is a term used to describe a subgenre 
of horror films that depict graphic portrayals of a combination of sex and violence (Jones, 2013; 
Och & Strayer, 2013). Films within the subgenre embody themes and narratives concerning post-
9/11 America such as homeland insecurities and the justification of torture. For example, torture 
porn films such as Saw (2004) and Hostel (2005) are rooted in post-9/11 America through 
depictions of bodies being broken for moral reasons and the concern that the U.S has become a 
nation that engages in torture. In addition to the transgressive images depicted in films like 
Hostel, many post-9/11 horror films also reinforce xenophobic fears of other cultures that fuel 
much of the post-9/11 discourse among Americans.  
While torture porn highly reflected issues concerning 9/11, another horror subgenre was 
brought to the forefront, whose pervasiveness has been overlooked by scholars. Wetmore (2012) 
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argues that 9/11 became a highly mediated experience through the use of amateur footage during 
and in the aftermath of the attacks. One of the initial responses for individuals who witnessed the 
attacks was to capture the experience using devices such as video cameras or phones. 
Additionally, the subsequent wars led to the circulation of terrorist-made torture videos on the 
Internet. “These two streams, the amateur video document of 9/11 and terrorist-made Internet 
dispersed video of real torture combine into a major trope of post-9/11 horror: the pseudo-
documentary/ ‘found footage’ horror film” (Wetmore, 2012, p. 59).  
Found-Footage Horror Films 
A relatively new subgenre of horror film, ‘found-footage’ horror (FFH), pre-dates 9/11 
but has since been popularized, leading to its recognition as a major trope of horror (Heller-
Nicholas, 2014). While the genealogy of FFH dates back to the 1980’s, its beginnings are marked 
by the famous Blair Witch Project (1999) release, as it was the first successful film of its kind 
(Wetmore, 2012). The emergence of the previously discussed ‘torture porn’ subgenre led to the 
decline of FFH from mainstream attention. However, the founding of YouTube in 2005 
generated a rising interest in amateur media, which initiated the return of FFH back into the 
mainstream (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). As a result, FFH saw an increase in production in 2007, 
laying the foundation for the release of Paranormal Activity (2007), the second found-footage 
watershed.  
According to Meslow (2012) “the found-footage genre is built on the conceit that the 
movie was filmed not by a traditional, omniscient director, but by a character that exists within 
the film’s world – and whose footage was discovered sometime after the events of the film” (n.p). 
FFH utilizes a particular amateur approach to filmmaking that allows for low production budgets, 
making it a financially profitable enterprise that has effectively dominated the market (Heller-
Nicholas, 2014). Popularized in the wake of 9/11 by the use of shaky footage from mobile phones 
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and held-held cameras, the FFH genre includes horror films that have been produced using 
diegetic hand-held cameras, surveillance cameras, or both (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). It also refers 
to horror films that present the material in the film as having existed previously, and has now 
been found or discovered. For example, The Blair Witch Project (Myrick & Sanchez, 1999) relies 
on the fictional premise that the film is a replay of the raw video footage recorded by three film 
students while making their documentary.  
What is unique about FFH, unlike other horror subgenres, is its framing of claims to 
authenticity. FFH presents itself as “real” – in other words, the viewer is supposed to believe that 
what they are watching is real life footage. The attraction of these particular films is how the 
construction of events engages viewers in a fantasy about how the events in the film would 
happen and what they would look like if they occurred in reality. The use of amateur-style 
filmmaking is a key component in its ability to capture a sense of verisimilitude (Heller-Nicholas, 
2014). The construction of the footage as ‘real’ is achieved by using hand-held digital cameras, 
commentary from the cameraperson, recognition of the camera and choppy editing styles 
(Wetmore, 2012). FFH films often use text on the screen, for example, opening with a disclaimer 
that identifies it as ‘found footage’. This is frequent throughout the Paranormal Activity 
franchise, where text is used to indicate the date and night that the events were filmed (Wetmore, 
2012). Further, FFH films are characterized by rapid editing, partial conversations and running 
cameras during times when they are supposed to be turned off, which makes the film appear to be 
raw footage taken from the camera as is (Wetmore, 2012). These techniques are borrowed from 
documentary filmmaking and are designed to give the films a factual veneer or convince the 
viewer that what they are experiencing is ‘real’. Additionally, FFH films often use less 
recognizable actors to make the characters appear more authentic or real, who are experiencing 
the narrative as an actual situation (Wetmore, 2012). For example, Paranormal Activity (2007), 
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Diary of the Dead (2007) and Cloverfield (2008) feature amateur actors with unknown faces, 
which make the characters and film feel more real (Wetmore, 2012). The Blair Witch Project 
follows three film students, played by actors with the same names as the characters, making the 
narrative and characters seem authentic (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). Similarly, Paranormal Activity 
utilized the same approach with amateur actors, whose characters had the same names.  
Another key feature of FFH films is the viewer’s awareness of the cameraperson and their 
immediate danger. Wetmore (2012) discusses how FFH contains an element of concern for the 
cameraperson, unlike other horror films, where these characters die by the end of their films. 
Further, FFH films often feature a ‘turn of the camera’ moment, where the obsessive 
cameraperson becomes the subject via the camera being turned on them by another character 
(Wetmore, 2012). This is seen in films such as Megan Is Missing (2011), where the camera’s 
gaze is turned against two 14-year old girls by an online predator (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). The 
purpose behind this technique, argues Wetmore (2012), is to remind viewers of their awareness 
of the person behind the camera, who is also experiencing the horror with the other characters. 
Thus, one of the main objectives of FFH, and horror more generally, “is to create a space where 
spectators can enjoy having their boundaries pushed, where [their] confidence that [they] know 
where the lines between fact and fiction lie are directly challenged” (Heller-Nicholas, 2014, p. 4). 
Success in doing so is marked by the viewer’s experience as being in the film’s life or world 
themselves, where they feel a sense of fear or threat to their own safety or lives (Heller-Nicholas, 
2014).   
“Post-Paranormal Activity, the subgenre has flourished,” and much like other horror 
genres, requires attention to its cultural significance (Heller-Nicholas, 2014, p. 4). For instance, 
an interesting aspect of FFH is the use of surveillance via video cameras and their presentation as 
“reality”. They offer significant commentary on surveillance because of the elements of ‘horror’ 
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and ‘fear’ that characterize the genre. The mediated nature of FFH films signifies a highly 
mediated society, where most people have access to cameras or other recording devices 
(Wetmore, 2012). The obsessive urge to capture or document is the result of both the technology 
that provides us with this ability and popular culture; for instance, reality television (Wetmore, 
2012). FFH films are marked by these elements of surveillance and technology, which are argued 
to be a reflection of social anxieties regarding new media technologies (Sconce, 2000; Heller-
Nicholas, 2014). In order to contextualize the significance of FFH films to academic discourse, a 
discussion of neoliberalism, neoliberal crime control and surveillance will follow.   
Neoliberalism and Crime Control 
 Neoliberal Forms of Governance 
 Neoliberalism may be defined as a style of governance that places increased importance 
on private and corporate sectors to produce a market society where individualism, consumerism, 
free enterprise and competition, rational choice, and private ownership are emphasized (Giroux, 
2004). Neoliberal policies are characterized by government deregulation, severe cuts to public 
expenditure for social services such as welfare and education, and privatization of the public 
sector (Martinez & Garcia, 1997). As society becomes more “market-oriented”, people are 
divided based on individual abilities to participate in the market through capital accumulation, 
individual responsibility and competitiveness (Ren, 2005). Further, neoliberalism results in a 
form of ‘economic dominance’ where non-economic institutions and endeavors, such as family 
and education, are de-valued, and economic norms define all aspects of social life (Rosenfeld & 
Messner, 2007).  
Neoliberal policies began to emerge in Canada in the 1970s, as a way of restructuring the 
economic and political landscapes, when Canadian corporations petitioned to have government 
restrictions placed on businesses, which would allow them to compete with the U.S and global 
SURVEILLANCE, FEAR AND CRIME CONTROL 17 
economy (Maki, 2011). This would ultimately lead to gross cutbacks to social services and 
programs, in order to provide corporations with reduced taxes and other incentives (Maki, 2011). 
The spread of neoliberal policies gained support through hostility towards ‘tax and spend’ 
governments, the view of welfare recipients as undeserving, ‘soft on crime’ policies, the 
breakdown of family structures and the breakdown of law and order (Garland, 2001). 
Government deregulation afforded more freedom to the wealthy, but also resulted in an increase 
of controls, surveillance and inequality for the poor and marginalized (Martinez & Garcia, 1997). 
In short, neoliberal policies are committed to ‘rolling back the state’ by exercising minimal state 
intervention, while simultaneously creating a state that is stronger and more authoritarian 
(Garland, 2001). Neoliberal governance involves government withdrawal from the private sector 
and a ‘laissez faire’ economic system, to allow the market to operate independent from the state. 
However, while neoliberal governments remove themselves from the private sector, they increase 
their regulation of social relations in the public sector to ensure that citizens actively participate 
in the capitalist, consumer-driven economy (Giroux, 2006). Neoliberalism and neoliberal policies 
promote a ‘do it yourself’ mentality, where citizens are expected to participate in the market 
independently, without government assistance (Maki, 2011).  
Crime Control in Neoliberal Societies 
As previously discussed, neoliberal societies are characterized by a deregulation of 
government control over the economy and increased privatization of the public sector, such as 
social services and programs. Giroux (2004) argues that neoliberal policies afford more tax 
breaks and corporate relief to the wealthy, while children and the elderly are given minimal or 
denied basic health care services. This is due to the fact that there is less interest in providing 
social security for the general population and more interest in providing economic security for 
individuals who are willing and able to participate in a market society (Giroux, 2004).  
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The increased emphasis on the economic sphere and market model has led critics to argue 
that neoliberalism facilitates social inequality, resulting in a terminal lower class population. 
Individuals who are unable or unwilling to participate in the capitalist market and financial gain 
are labelled as deviant. Neoliberal policies are aimed at regulating or policing these individuals 
(Brown, 2006; Maki, 2011). As such, neoliberal governments increase their regulation of the 
public sector by shifting their focus to crime control. Crime control refers to methods that are 
used to deter and/or punish behaviours deemed criminal (Gilling, 2010). Maki (2011) discusses 
how neoliberal policy changes to social assistance have led to the increased surveillance of 
welfare recipients under Ontario Works. Briefly, Ontario Works is legislation that outlines and 
determines the welfare model for social services in Ontario municipalities to provide assistance to 
those in financial need (Maki, 2011). Surveillance, within the context of this study, refers to “the 
focused, systematic, and routine attention to personal details for purposes of influence, 
management, protection or direction (Lyon, 2004, p. 14). During the 1990s, neoliberal policy 
justified the widespread use of welfare surveillance using three key arguments. First, there was an 
emphasis on widespread stereotypes, such as assumed criminality and fraud, amongst welfare 
recipients to argue that there was a need for a more punitive system and measures to regulate and 
monitor these individuals. Further, there was a focus on reducing and controlling welfare 
caseloads and costs, and remain accountable to taxpayers. Last, it was argued that privatizing 
social services would create a more efficient and centralized system, with the potential of shifting 
a portion of the state’s responsibility for the poor to the private market.   
Maki (2011) discusses eight surveillance measures used to police welfare recipients of 
Ontario Works, including “the Consolidated Verification Procedure (CVP); Maintenance 
Enforcement with Computer Assistance (MECA); Service Delivery Model Technology (SDMT); 
Ontario Works Eligibility Criteria; Eligibility Review Officers (EROs); Audit of Recipients; 
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Drug Testing and Welfare Fraud Hotlines” (p. 48). It is argued that the expansion of surveillance 
techniques to monitor welfare recipients have led to economic exploitation, stigmatization and 
marginalization of the most vulnerable populations, reinforcing the state’s power to deter and 
limit access to social assistance (Maki, 2011). This results in a permanent and desperate pool of 
poor people as cheap labour for the capitalist market system. Neoliberal welfare policy 
emphasizes fraud prevention and employability, which justifies the surveillance of welfare 
recipients. The overall goal of these surveillance techniques is to reduce the number of people 
receiving state assistance by ensuring that they work towards no longer needing welfare, which 
forces individuals to participate in the job market (Maki, 2011). Here, surveillance is used as a 
“calculated practice for managing and manipulating human behaviour (Henman, 2004, p.176).  
Since neoliberal governments are concerned with regulating the public sector and, more 
specifically, crime control, it can be argued that neoliberal governance is focused on 
governmentality, biopolitics/biopower and governing through fear. According to Foucault (1978) 
biopower can be defined as “an explosion of numerous and diverse techniques for achieving the 
subjugation of bodies and control of populations” (p.140). 
It is a form of power that disseminates through society as an effective tool in power 
relations to normalize social acts and the conduct of populations. Under this scenario, the 
power of the state and other authorities becomes diffused and increasingly reaches into 
the depth of the social by invading a widening array of social fields as a way of realizing 
the goal of managing and governing the life of the population. (De Larrinaga & Doucet, 
2008, p. 520) 
Biopower can be observed through many different forms of technology. For instance, the US 
VISIT program is designed to collect and analyze biometric data, such as fingerprints, and is used 
as a tool for tracking individuals and their movement (Amoore, 2006). The program demonstrates 
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how government power is spread and exercised throughout society to protect and ensure life. 
Similarly, the Canadian government uses census data collected by Statistics Canada to inform 
funding for health care, educational programs and immigration policies (Canavan, 2011). In turn, 
this affects who is given the opportunity to access these resources or granted legal entry to 
Canada. The use of biometric data can also be found in the financial practices of major Canadian 
banks, such as TD Canada Trust. Recently, TD implemented the use of biometric technology as a 
measure “to help safeguard [their] customers” (TD Canada Trust, n.d, n.p). According to their 
website, TD’s Voice Print System uses biometric voice verification technology, which “makes 
investing more comfortable for clients and allows them to provide more efficient, secure service” 
(TD Canada Trust, n.d, n.p). Thus, biopower is used as a tactic for managing the health of a 
population and operates by allocating health resources to certain individuals, improving their 
chances of survival. This is related to the notion of governmentality, the idea that state power is 
diffused throughout government institutions to exercise control over the population.  
As previously discussed, the emergence of a neoliberal style of governance resulted in the 
increased regulation of the public sector, which largely shifted attention to crime control. This 
was due to the failure of the New Deal approach to government, as neoliberal governments 
needed maintain a fundamental societal role (Simon, 2007). The New Deal approach was a set of 
programs focused on providing relief, recovery and reform after the Great Depression (Simon, 
2007). In order to carve out new roles for themselves, the government began to focus on social 
problems, such as educational discipline and welfare, reframing them as ‘crime problems’. For 
instance, Bell (2011) discusses the militarization of American schools through different forms of 
surveillance, such as metal detectors and zero-tolerance policies. According to Garland (2001), 
“neoliberalism called for a generalized return to a more orderly, more disciplined, more tightly 
controlled society” (p.99). However, this resulted in the tightening of controls over the poor and 
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marginalized, rather than the general population. The deregulation of government control over 
the market afforded freedom to those who had resources, but led to unemployment and insecurity 
for the poor (Garland, 2001). This is evident in neoliberal policies on welfare reform, which led 
to the increased policing of those receiving or needing social assistance. Welfare reform laws 
serve as an example of how neoliberal governments target and attempt to control poor and 
marginalized populations unwilling or unable to participate in the market economy (Simon, 
2007). 
In order to pursue policies that criminalize certain groups, the state needs to provide a 
rationale for governing that allows these practices. “Crime and underclass behaviors, associated 
with drug abuse, teenage pregnancy, single parenthood, and welfare dependency were used to 
legitimize policies that punished the poor and were used as a justification for the development of 
the disciplinary state” (Garland, 2001, p.100). Crime problems became attributed to a lack of 
discipline, social control or self-control, exhibited by those who needed to be deterred and 
punished (Garland, 2001). To further legitimize governing through crime, the state instills 
normative attachment in its citizens. This can be seen in what Van Houdt and Schinkel (2014) 
refer to as ‘neoliberal communitarianism’, a concept that emphasizes individual responsibility, 
community and the protection of the market and community through a more authoritarian state. 
Neoliberal communitarianism can be understood as a strategy of governmentality, as it is a 
combination of neoliberal governmentality (Foucault, 2004) and governmental 
communitarianism (Delanty, 2003; Van Swaanigen, 2008). Neoliberal communitarianism 
involves the outsourcing of responsibility to non-state actors. It is implemented by instilling 
active citizenship and community involvement and values in the population of non-state actors 
(Van Houdt & Schinkel, 2014). The government begins to develop informal social control within 
the community by convincing them to invest in crime control and prevention as a ‘do it yourself’ 
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initiative. For instance, many communities form neighbourhood watch committees and individual 
households invest in surveillance systems. In this sense, non-state actors are tasked with the 
responsibility of controlling and preventing crime at a local level.  
Central to a discussion of neoliberalism and biopolitics is the many forms of surveillance 
used to deal with crime problems. For instance, Garland (1997) discusses how the increased use 
of statistics and actuarial reasoning shift attention to risk management. Put simply, the growing 
use of statistics is used to determine how risk is understood and assessed. The use of surveillance 
causes specific subgroups to be increasingly identified and labeled as “at risk”, leading to crime 
prevention techniques for managing these populations. According to both Lyon (2004) and 
Haggerty and Ericson (2006), of relevance to neoliberal forms of crime control and the use of 
surveillance is the fact that not all individuals in society are monitored at the same level or for the 
same reason(s). Since the September 11, 2001 terror attacks in the United States of America, 
changes in governance and security have raised a number of issues in regards to surveillance. 
This is particularly relevant to researching surveillance in fictional media, as these changes and 
increase in concerns are closely linked to a neoliberal style of governance. While neoliberalism 
has been practiced in Western culture since the 1970s, the 9/11 attacks and other recent events 
have contributed to changes in security and the increase in concerns regarding surveillance 
practices. 
An important aspect of neoliberalism and governmentality is the development of 
discipline. To facilitate participation in the market economy, the state exercises power through 
various forms of surveillance to create discipline and a disciplinary society. Using the notion of 
governmentality, Foucault (1979) recognized how power was exercised through various 
government and social institutions to produce different forms of social control. According to 
Foucault (1979), discipline creates “docile bodies”, which is ideal for neoliberal economics and a 
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market economy. A docile body is described as one “that may be subjected, used, transformed 
and improved” (Foucault, 1979, p.136). Using the image of a soldier, Foucault discusses how the 
human body became ‘an object and target of power’, as it can be manipulated, shaped and trained 
to manufacture more functional, productive and effective bodies. Foucault considered how docile 
bodies are constructed through disciplinary institutions, such as schools, factories, prisons and 
military regimes. He argued that this is achieved by disciplinary techniques, such as constant 
observation and supervision, focusing on the individual and using exercises for training and 
efficiency. Together, these methods constitute what Foucault refers to as “discipline”. The 
purpose of these disciplinary techniques is to maximize productivity and utility, which in turn 
produces obedience and easier control.  
According to Schwan and Shapiro (2011), discipline is subtle, decentralized and seeks to 
create more useful bodies. Foucault (1979) claims that there is a fundamental relationship 
between discipline and capitalism, as he argues that discipline played a key role in the rise of 
capitalism. He argues that discipline is a social and political mechanism that facilitates economic 
interests and control, upon which the upper class depends on, by providing techniques that allow 
labourers to be controlled in ways that increase their utility. In order to produce docile bodies, 
Foucault (1979) argues that a particular form of institution is required. The construction of docile 
bodies is best exemplified by the Panopticon, a model prison designed by Jeremy Bentham in the 
late 18th century (Foucault, 1979). He uses the panopticon as a model for modern discipline, 
arguing that it demonstrates a shift to more subtle forms of social control, divorcing the system of 
spectacle and punishment practiced in medieval times (Lyon, 2006). The panopticon was a 
circular building, with prison cells arranged around a central inspection guard tower, from which 
the institution staff were able to monitor all prisoners at any given time. Foucault (1979) argued 
that power should be visible and unverifiable, which is demonstrated through the design of the 
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panopticon. The concept of the design was to allow for total observation of the prisoners, without 
the prisoners being aware of whether or not they were being watched. The model has also been 
recognized for its efficiency, relying on the prisoner’s sense of being watched, rather than the 
threat of physical force, which maximizes surveillance and control with minimal labour required. 
This, in turn, would produce self-disciplining routines and self-controlling subjects, ideal for 
neoliberal, capitalist societies (Lyon, 2006).   
While the model was never adopted, Foucault sees the Panopticon as bearing relevance to 
understanding power relations between prison administration and prisoners. The purpose of the 
panopticon was to induce a state of conscious and permanent visibility in the prisoners to assure 
that power functioned automatically. The fact that the prisoners would never know if they were 
being watched, since the central inspection tower was always either cast in shadows or visually 
obstructed, provided a surveillance mechanism for controlling prisoners and their behaviour. 
“The Panopticon thus both automates and deindividualizes the functioning of power, especially 
as it no longer matters who is in the tower, or even if there is anyone at all” (Schwan & Shapiro, 
2011, p.129-130). The fear of the potential of being watched caused the prisoners to constantly 
police their behaviours. In addition to its observatory functioning, the panopticon can be 
understood as a machine for conducting experiments to alter behaviour, such as training or 
correcting individuals (Lefait, 2012). It became a tool for the subordination of bodies and forces, 
increasing the utility of power without the need for central authority. The concept of the 
panopticon became integrated in various social institutions, such as schools and hospitals, and 
spread throughout society to produce disciplinary power and disciplined citizens. The feeling of 
being watched has become internalized, which has disregarded the need for actual people to 
maintain systems of surveillance (Lefait, 2012). Foucault’s notion of panopticism has been 
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retained in academia and drawn on by many scholars, including those working in the areas of 
surveillance and media studies.   
Surveillance 
 
Surveillance is a widely discussed topic within academic discourse, and as such, has been 
defined in many ways. According to Lyon (2007), surveillance is “the focused, systematic, and 
routine attention to personal details for purposes of influence, management, protection or 
direction” (p. 14). It includes a wide range of practices and technologies, for instance, monitoring 
populations and collecting and analyzing data about them (Haggerty & Ericson, 2006). It is a 
disciplinary mechanism that allows power to be exercised over populations (Lefait, 2012). Thus, 
it is described as a form of governance, which refers to the ordering and regulation of society in 
ways that control “access, opportunities, chances and even helps to channel choices” (Lyon, 
2001, n.p).  
Surveillance practices today frequently rely on the use of computerized network systems, 
for example searchable databases, as well as video surveillance and locational devices (Lyon, 
2003). Computerized surveillance “allows collected data to be stored, matched, retrieved, 
processed, marketed and circulated” (Lyon, 2001, p. 2). David Lyon, one of the leading scholars 
in surveillance studies, has argued in his many works that surveillance has now become a key 
feature of everyday life in the twenty-first century (e.g., Lyon, 2001; Lyon, 2003; Lyon; 2006). It 
continues to constantly grow, particularly in the global north, with the rise of the safety state 
(Lyon, 2007). Surveillance has arguably become increasingly widely accepted by the general 
public due in no small part to the fact that many types of “watching” are now commonplace and 
consistently reinforced by the media (Lyon, 2006). Further, many organizations and individuals 
utilize surveillance techniques as a means of security and protection (Lyon, 2007). Lyon (2001) 
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further argues that the dependence on surveillance technology for information and 
communication has led to the emergence of surveillance societies.  
The concept of a “surveillance society” refers to the idea that encounters with surveillance 
is embedded in daily life on a 24/7 basis (Lyon, 2007). That is, the idea of a surveillance society 
is premised on the belief that what was once understood as a practice exercised over populations 
by criminal justice officials now belongs to the routine processes of everyday life. The increasing 
commodification of surveillance has caused people to embrace rather than feel threatened by it 
(Heller-Nicholas, 2014). However, it is seen as having two faces, one that enables and one that 
constrains (Lyon, 2001). On the one hand it provides ease and flexibility in different forms of 
communication. On the other, it allows people to be subjected to various constraints, such as the 
transparency involved in the use of email (Lyon, 2001). Surveillance measures are often used by 
employers for monitoring employees and by parents for overseeing the behaviours of their 
childcare givers (Lyon, 2007). The affordability of surveillance equipment has encouraged 
engaging in behaviours that involve automated watching, such as spying and other voyeuristic 
activities (Lyon, 2001). Additionally, surveillance has been manipulated as a form of 
entertainment, where reality television shows construct surveillance in a way that is pleasurable 
(Lyon, 2006; Heller-Nicholas, 2014). Surveillance embodies a number of advantages, such that it 
does not bring into question the negative effects such as the violations of privacy involved in 
many of its processes. For instance, the many conveniences involved in communication 
technologies overshadow the fact that it is traceable and others can profit from the collection of 
this data (Lyon, 2001).  
Due to the fact that surveillance practices and devices have become increasingly 
widespread, Lyon (2006) considers the question of why people permit others to watch and to be 
watched. “Many are, apparently, willing to be watched, both literally and figuratively, and some 
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even actively seek the experience (Lyon, 2006, p.47).  What is interesting about this is why 
people are so fascinated by watching themselves, and this can be discussed using Foucault’s 
notions of panopticism and docile bodies. The feeling and act of being watched has become 
internalized by various systems of surveillance, such as government institutions, new technology, 
the media and popular culture. These subtle forms of surveillance have produced self-disciplining 
subjects, who engage in constant self-checking, reflection and assessment. The panopticon has 
come to represent all systems of visibility (Haggerty & Ericson, 2006). The idea, Staples (2013) 
argues, is that society is building a culture of surveillance by infusing daily life with practices 
that constantly assess behaviour, judge performance, account for whereabouts and challenge 
personal integrity. Contemporary society has dispensed with the need for actual people to 
maintain systems of surveillance, as citizens have been disciplined to police themselves. 
However, a question that remains is how society engages with the complexity of this.  
In short, the world has become a place where “non-stop surveillance [is] a source of 
pleasure, profit, and entertainment” (Hayward, 2004, p.98). It is an inevitable process and 
practice of daily routines as people become subjected to the increased use of surveillance both in 
private, for instance while surfing the Internet, or in public, while walking past street cameras 
(Lyon, 2003). Surveillance is described by many as a product of modernity and has become an 
essential component to contemporary society (e.g., Lyon, 1996; Lyon, 2002, Haggerty & Ericson, 
2006). At the most basic level, surveillance means to “watch over” (Lyon, 1996; Lyon, 2007). 
The current research study has adopted a similar definition, which embodies the literal meaning 
to ‘watch over’.  
Surveillance and Recent Events 
The use of surveillance, within a North American context, has been significantly shaped 
and expanded by the rising anxiety concerning threats to security, as well as a number of recent 
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traumatic events. These events include the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the Boston Marathon bombing, 
the shooting on Parliament Hill and the Paris bombings. Most notably, the September 11th 
terrorist attacks in the United States prompted worldwide concern for security and significantly 
influenced surveillance processes. Central to virtually every discussion of surveillance is the 
impact of the 9/11 attacks, as it is recognized as a watershed moment for surveillance and 
technology (Lyon, 2006). Many have argued that 9/11 set in motion a number of responses or 
consequences, involving surveillance practices worldwide. For instance, already existing 
surveillance practices were expanded in both scope and intensity (Lyon & Haggerty, 2012). 
Many countries enacted legislation that involves the extension of policing and intelligence to 
address the threat of terrorism (Lyon, 2002). For instance, in the United States, the USA 
PATRIOT Act was introduced as a means of combatting terrorism. In both Canada and the 
United States, a number of policies associated with anti-terrorism legislation have resulted in the 
increased surveillance of citizens and travellers, and more importantly, specific groups of people. 
Lyon (2007) refers to this practice as “social sorting”, where populations are categorized and 
classified based on personal and group data to assess levels of risk and worth. The concept of 
surveillance as social sorting is discussed at length by surveillance scholar David Lyon, and, 
more specifically how it is used to determine how people and populations should be treated 
according to specific criteria. This is evident in airport security practices, where individuals who 
fit a certain profile are subjected to increased screening. The surveillance industry has 
proliferated since 9/11, as many corporations have partnered with governments, offering 
surveillance technologies designed to detect threats to national safety and security (Lyon, 2004). 
One of the most significant responses to 9/11 in North America was the introduction of 
anti-terrorism legislation. Anti-terrorism legislation refers to laws that are designed for the 
purposes of combating threats of terrorism and preventing terrorist acts from being carried out. In 
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the aftermath of 9/11, the United States Congress introduced the USA PATRIOT Act (Patriot 
Act) 2001 “to deter and punish terrorist acts in the United States and around the world, to 
enhance law enforcement and investigatory tools, and for other purposes” (USA PATRIOT Act, 
2001, p. 1). The act “focuses mainly on reinforcing the arsenal tools available to the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and federal prosecutors for 
identifying and disabling terrorist networks operating both within and outside the United States” 
(Jenks, 2001, p. 1).  
Scholars have documented the ways in which the Patriot Act has led to the erosion of civil 
liberties; however, due to the tragic events of 9/11, many Americans were willing to give up 
some of their freedoms in the name of strengthening national security (Whitehead & Aden, 
2001). Strengthening U.S national security policy with the Patriot Act garnered public support 
from a large majority of American citizens due to the fact that many perceived the nation as 
facing a real threat of terrorism and felt anger towards terrorists (Huddy & Feldman, 2011). In the 
wake of 9/11, public opinion polls demonstrated that much of the population supported policies 
such as “military engagement and the deployment of ground troops in Afghanistan, military 
action against other countries harbouring terrorists, the introduction of a national identity card 
system, and broader government powers to monitor Americans’ phone and email” (Huddy & 
Feldman, 2011, p. 455). Many Americans believed that the loss of basic liberties was a small 
price to pay for combating terrorism. This was exemplified hours after the passage of the Patriot 
Act, when the Justice Department began to enhance information sharing between enforcement 
and intelligence agencies (Whitehead & Aden, 2001).  
The general consensus supports the reinforcement of surveillance measures due to the 
moral panic that has produced public interest in the supposed need for security. In the U.S, much 
of the public has been persuaded to accept the loss of privacy inherent in surveillance demands.  
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While the introduction of the USA Patriot Act is not the central focus of this discussion of 
surveillance, it nevertheless had a profound impact on responses to terrorism in bordering 
Canada. Shortly after the passing of the Patriot Act, Canada also enacted anti-terrorism 
legislation in response to the 9/11 attacks (Béchard et al., 2015). This legislation was entitled the 
Anti-Terrorism Act (ATA) 2001, which was introduced as Bill C-36. It is “an act to amend the 
Criminal Code, the Official Secrets Act, the Canada Evidence Act, the Proceeds of Crime (Money 
Laundering) Act, and other Acts, and to enact measures respecting the registration of charities in 
order to combat terrorism” (Department of Justice, 2015). The bill outlines similar provisions to 
those of the Patriot Act, such as the tools and powers given to government agencies to combat 
terrorism. For instance, both legislative frameworks provided intelligence services with the 
ability to investigate more terror crimes, including the financing of terrorism (Department of 
Justice, 2015; U.S Department of Justice, 2001). In 2007, some provisions in the ATA expired, 
which led to the development of Bill S-7 in 2012 – the Combating Terrorism Act – and the 
renewal of the expired provisions (Mazigh, 2015). After being introduced in 2012 and held in the 
House of Commons for months, the Bill was tracked through parliament just days after the 
Boston Marathon bombings (Levitz, 2013).  
In January 2015, the first comprehensive reform of Canada’s anti-terrorism legislation 
brought about the Anti-Terrorism Act, 2015, also referred to as Bill C-51 (Amnesty International, 
2015). Under the pretext of combating terrorism, the Conservative government framed the Bill as 
anti-terrorism legislation (Jordan & Jones, 2015). However, this was merely a means of justifying 
the adoption of unnecessary measures. Many of the provisions introduce measures that are 
repressive and directed at the entire population of Canada in an unconstitutional manner. The Bill 
was largely introduced in response to the recent shootings on Parliament Hill in October 2014, 
which resulted in the death of a Canadian soldier. Shortly after the incident, then-Prime Minister 
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Stephen Harper declared the shootings to be an act of terrorism and stated that he would take 
necessary measures to strengthen Canada’s national security (McMurray, 2015). Bill C-51 was 
proposed on 20 January 2015 and despite much criticism it received from civil rights advocates 
and scholars, it became law on 18 June 2015. 
The Anti-Terrorism Act, 2015, referred to as Bill C-51, is “an Act to Enact the Security of 
Canada Information Sharing Act and the Secure Air Travel Act, to amend the Criminal Code, the 
Canadian Security Intelligence Service Act and the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act and 
to make related and consequential amendments to other Acts” (p. 1). According to the 
Government of Canada, the bill was mainly developed to allow Government of Canada 
institutions to engage in information sharing practices that would ensure protection against 
activities that jeopardize Canada’s security. The following section will provide a summary of Bill 
C-51, which includes five parts, concerning the Security of Canada Information Sharing Act, the 
Secure Air Travel Act, the Criminal Code, the Canadian Security Intelligence Service and the 
Immigration and Refugee Protection Act.  
Bill C-51 has been regarded as a highly controversial piece of legislation as many critics, 
scholars, news sources and the public have expressed a number concerns with several aspects 
found in the bill. Many of these groups have argued that the bill has serious “implications for free 
speech, privacy, the mandates of national security agencies, including CSIS, and the protection of 
civil liberties in Canada” (Canadian Journalists for Free Expression, 2015). Some have referred 
to the bill as the “most dangerous legislation” in the recent history of Canada (Taekema, 2015). 
However, despite the issues and shortcomings that were identified since it was proposed, the bill 
was quickly rushed through parliament in response to the shootings on Parliament Hill.  
Prior to its inception, there were five broad concerns about Bill C-51, expressed by critics, 
including Professors Kent Roach and Craig Forcese of the University of Toronto and University 
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of Ottawa, respectively. Roach and Forcese authored a series of five backgrounder articles, 
before the passage of Bill C-51, to express some of these concerns. In the articles, they identify 
challenges faced by the bill with respect to the new advocating or promoting a terrorism offence, 
the expansion of CSIS powers, information sharing, terrorism propaganda provisions and the 
Secure Air Travel Act.  In addition to the concerns raised by Roach and Forcese, two 
organizations – The Canadian Journalists for Free Expression (CJFE) and the Canadian Civil 
Liberties Association (CCLA) – have filed an application with the Ontario Superior Court of 
Justice to initiate a Charter challenge of Bill C-51. Due to the recent filing of this application, the 
results of the challenge are yet to be determined. However, the CJFE and CCLA have identified a 
number of issues with the bill that may be implicated under the Charter.  
The effects of surveillance practices following 9/11 and subsequent tragedies are felt in 
the routines of daily life, as cameras capture the movement and behaviour of citizens. With the 
expansion of surveillance and security, largely brought about by the recent events and legislation 
previously discussed, a great deal of popular culture reflects these changes as well as societal 
responses to them. Thus, the following section will consider how surveillance is treated in media 
and popular culture, and how this reflects social anxieties around developments in technology.  
Surveillance in Media and Popular Culture 
Following the events of 9/11 and subsequent tragedies, significant changes to surveillance 
and security, such as their expansion and intensification, have been reflected in the media and 
popular culture. Since different forms of watching have become a key feature of contemporary 
society, themes of surveillance have also been adopted by the media and popular culture through 
mediated watching. For instance, “the popularity of so-called reality TV is some measure of this, 
as is the proliferation of webcams depicting mundane activities inside people’s homes, and the 
continuing significance of cinema” (Lyon, 2006, p.40). Since themes in the media tend to be 
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either critical or supportive of the subject matter being presented, this also holds true for 
constructions of surveillance. Many forms of popular culture, such as film, offer criticism or 
serve as warnings about surveillance and the loss of privacy and threats to liberty inherent in its 
practices (Ferrell & Sanders, 1995). For example, Orwell’s 1984 (1984) warns viewers of the 
dangers involved with mass surveillance and mass communication. Further, the media and 
popular culture play an important role in legitimizing the use of new forms of surveillance (Lyon, 
2006). Surveillance themes are also evident in popular music; for example, Ferrell and Sanders 
(1995) argue that songs such as “Santa Claus is Coming to Town” and “Every Breath You Take” 
describe surveillance as a means of protection and security. Examples of surveillance can be 
found in cartoons, comics and advertisements. Advertisements for surveillance technologies 
generally emphasize the positive and ignore the negative aspects of surveillance (Ferrell & 
Sanders, 1995). The aim is to demonstrate how a product is needed or serves the best interest of 
the consumer. For example, ads for protective devices draw on the consumer’s sense of 
responsibility or obligation, such as the need to purchase the product out of love for one’s child 
and concern for their protection and safety. They use a specific technique, which involves 
generating anxiety and subsequently offering a means of coping via a product and/or service.  
The media’s ability to broadcast mass amounts of information to a large audience 
signifies the relevance of Foucault’s notion of the panopticon in surveillance and media studies 
(Haggerty & Ericson, 2006). As previously discussed, the panopticon was a prison introduced by 
Jeremy Bentham and analyzed by Foucault (1979) as a model for modern forms of discipline, 
whose ability to create total surveillance rested on illusion and belief. Lefait (2012) discusses the 
notion of panopticism in relation to media, by comparing it to the act of watching a film. He 
claims that spectators watching characters on screen, where the characters (the watched) cannot 
look back at the watchers, demonstrates panoptic functioning.   
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 Surveillance and Found-Footage Horror  
Since found-footage horror films are considered a form of popular culture, they can be 
analyzed for their construction of surveillance and the use of technology. For example, Lefait 
(2012) has usefully linked surveillance culture to films such as Paranormal Activity. Heller-
Nicholas (2014) claims, “Paranormal Activity underscores just how accepting we have become of 
the ubiquity of surveillance technology” (p. 90). Further, she discusses how Paranormal Activity 
and The Blair Witch Project are marked by themes of anti-surveillance and technology, such as 
the failure of technology in protecting the characters. The construction of surveillance in horror 
films is also observed by Nick Rombes, who argues that the Paranormal Activity films “reflect 
deeper anxieties about reality TV and how it reflects the super-abundance of surveillance itself in 
American society” (Heller-Nicholas, 2014, p.133). According to Heller-Nicholas (2014), found-
footage films and the technologies that characterize them are reflective of social anxieties around 
new media technologies, which are explored through depictions of the supernatural. Overall, 
found-footage horror films underscore how society culturally engages with new technology, 
which makes them worthy of study.  
With the spread of surveillance, largely brought about by recent traumatic events, such as 
9/11, there is a need to consider how the products of popular culture reflect real trauma and the 
way society handles or engages with the complexity of that trauma (Schopp & Hill, 2009). 
According to Lefait (2012) the generalization of video surveillance has generated popular fears 
that have been reflected in film. Marx (1996) argues that scholars should pay more attention to 
popular media as a means of understanding surveillance. While scholars have documented many 
of the ways in which surveillance is constructed in media and popular culture, there is a relative 
absence of research particularly in the area of film. Despite the pervasiveness of found-footage 
horror films, very little formal research has focused on the cultural narratives reflected in them.  
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Summary 
 Cultural criminology, a theoretical approach to the study of crime and crime control, has 
recently emerged to provide a lens for understanding image, meaning and representation in 
fictional media. Many scholars have argued that fictional media often represents a reflection of 
broad societal issues (Bishop, 2009; Philips & Strobl, 2006; Poole, 2011). According to Ferrell 
(1999), these representations continuously bounce off one another in the Hall of Mirrors and 
shape how they are framed and publicly understood. Cultural criminology can be used as a 
theoretical framework for analyzing many forms of fictional media, including film. Although 
horror films are often discredited in academia and are often generally disliked by film critics, 
they have remained popular among audiences and have continuously maintained precedence in 
the film industry. Recently, a subgenre of horror – found-footage horror– has emerged as the 
popular trend in the genre, with increasing levels of production and viewership. Found-footage 
horror films are characterized by content that is presented as having been found or discovered and 
through hand-held and/or surveillance cameras used to produce the films (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). 
According to Heller-Nicholas (2014), the success and popularity of this current subgenre du jour 
can be attributed to two noteworthy found-footage horror films – The Blair Witch Project (1999) 
and Paranormal Activity (2007). Over the last decade, a total of 234 found-footage horror films 
were released, producing a number of successful box office totals (IMDb, 2016). Given their 
often subversive and transgressive nature, horror films can contain social and cultural meanings, 
making them appropriate cultural artefacts for academic research. For example, Poole (2012) 
examined how themes in horror have explored real-world fears, tensions and anxieties. Under a 
neoliberal style of governance, a great deal of popular culture constructs and depicts complex 
social issues, such as the increased expansion of surveillance and security practices.  
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In summary, found-footage horror films largely involve themes and elements of 
surveillance, and have been found to reflect deeper meanings around new media technology, 
making them a worthwhile pursuit. While found-footage horror films have become increasingly 
pervasive over the last several years, little formal research has focused on examining the cultural 
subtexts reflected in the subgenre. In addition, it is important to consider whether the themes in 
found-footage horror films legitimize or offer criticisms of surveillance and new technologies. 
The overall purpose of this study was to conduct an ethnographic content analysis of found-
footage horror films to examine the cultural narratives they present concerning surveillance, 
governance, social control and crime control 
CHAPTER III  
Methodology 
The following chapter will provide a detailed discussion of the methodology that was 
used to gather and analyze the data for this research study. The first section outlines the research 
focus and questions that were used to guide the study. In addition to this, the research design that 
was utilized will also be discussed to provide context for the data collection and analysis. This is 
followed by a discussion of the sample used for the study, including the sampling method, how 
the sample was chosen, and what was included or excluded from the sample. The chapter will 
conclude with an explanation of the data collection, coding and analysis.  
Research Focus and Questions 
 The study emerged from existing knowledge and interest in the horror film genre, and, in 
particular, found-footage horror films. The focus of the study was developed using the literature 
review, which sparked an interest in examining the role of surveillance as a potential source of 
horror in film. The general purpose of this research study was to provide a qualitative analysis of 
the criminological themes and narratives in found-footage horror films. Specifically, it examined 
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themes concerning crime control, the production of a culture of fear and media, and how the FFH 
film constructs the use of technology and surveillance in the production of ‘docile bodies’. An 
underlying interest of the proposed study was whether constructions of technology and 
surveillance in FFH films offers subversive criticism or a legitimization of modern forms of 
technology and crime control.  
Research Design 
The research was conducted using a type of qualitative content analysis, known as an 
ethnographic content analysis (Altheide & Schneider, 2013). Ethnographic content analysis 
(ECA) may be referred to as “an integrated method, procedure, and technique for locating, 
identifying, retrieving and analyzing documents for their relevance, significance and meaning” 
(Lewis-Neck, Bryman & Liao, 2003, p. 325). According to Altheide and Schneider (2013), “in all 
ethnographic research, the meaning of a message is assumed to be reflected in various modes of 
information exchange, format, rhythm, and style” (p. 26). Thus, the benefit of using this 
qualitative approach is that it provides the researcher with the ability to consider the narratives or 
themes, as well as how they are being presented, in the data being studied. Given that media 
representations, such as horror films, are recognized a form of culture, this study is considered 
ethnographic research. ECA is an appropriate approach for this particular study because it 
provides the ability to compare text, audio and images, as a means of identifying emerging 
themes and patterns. Briefly, the present study was interested in considering and analyzing the 
narratives and themes being presented in FFH films. While ECA recognizes the importance of 
reflexive observation, the overall objective is to identify relationships in how the data reflects 
particular aspects of culture (Altheide & Schneider, 2013).    
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Sample 
A sample of 20 FFH films was selected using purposive sampling. Purposive sampling 
refers to a type of “non-probability sampling method in which elements are selected for a 
purpose, usually because of their unique position” (Schutt, 2011, p. 173). In purposive sampling, 
units are selected based on specific criteria that are directly associated with the focus or questions 
in a research study (Teddlie & Yu, 2007). Purposive sampling was adopted for this study to allow 
for the inclusion of FFH films that specifically related to the research questions. Because 
concepts of film genre and subgenres are very fluid, some films that may be loosely classified as 
found footage in search engines may not be accurately classified as “horror films.” 
A sampling frame of FFH films was generated using a ‘keyword search’ on the Internet 
Movie Database (IMDb), an online reference website for films and television programs. To 
identify a sampling frame of relevant films, “Found Footage” was entered into the keyword 
search function, which identified 494 titles. The search was then narrowed by limiting the titles 
by “Genre”, to include only those in “Horror”, which produced 273 titles. This was then refined 
by limiting the search to “Feature Film”. The sampling frame was also narrowed by limiting 
within “Genre” (in the horror genre) to include ‘Mystery’, ‘Drama’, ‘Action’, ‘Adventure’, 
‘Thriller’, ‘Crime’, and ‘Documentary’, but exclude ‘Comedy’ (13 titles excluded – Haunted 
House, Trollhunter, The Jokesters, Grendel, Zombie Pizza, El Sanatario, Cannibal Crew, 
Paranormal bad Trip 3D, The End, The Locals, Nenasytna Tiffany, Pretenatural, A Guidebook to 
Killing Your Ex), ‘Fantasy’ (Trollhunter’ and Paranormal Bad Trip 3D) and ‘Sci-Fi’ (23 titles 
excluded). In addition, the search excluded sequels and anthology titles. Based on the search 
process (see Appendix A) and criteria described above, a total of 159 titles were identified.  
Following the IMDb search, the plot summary and plot keywords for the films were 
examined to determine that they were genuine FFH films. Each film was evaluated using the 
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definition of found-footage horror film previously outlined in the literature review. The films 
analyzed in this research study were purposively selected based on their inclusion in the search 
process described above as well as their relevance to the research focus and goals. See Appendix 
B for the full list of films included in the sample for the current study. The sample included titles 
that are recognized as watersheds within the subgenre (The Blair Witch Project, Paranormal 
Activity), several popular titles (Diary of the Dead, The Last Exorcism), lesser known titles 
(Alone With Her, The Bay) and recent releases (Creep, Unfriended). Not surprisingly, the release 
dates of the films in the sample correspond to the fluctuating popularity of the subgenre. For 
instance, FFH films became increasingly popular following the successful release of Paranormal 
Activity.   
Data Collection and Analysis  
 In ECA, after selecting the unit of analysis, the coding categories are chosen. Coding 
categories were developed by beginning with an initial viewing of five films (Paranormal 
Activity (2007), The Den (2013), The Sacrament (2013), Creep (2014), and Unfriended (2015)) in 
the sample. These five films were selected for an initial viewing because they were readily 
available and were identified as good examples of the found-footage format. During the initial 
viewing of the five films, concepts that emerged from the theoretical perspectives, such as docile 
bodies and panopticism, and the literature review on surveillance, social control, fear and crime 
control were considered. Details notes were made about the dialogue, characters, character 
behaviours, narrative and images.  
Within these five films, common themes, narratives and features were identified, such as 
voyeurism, the ‘watcher’ being watched, a willingness to be filmed, the dangers of the Internet, 
the punishment of characters who violate norms, truth and reality in “objective” sources of 
information and the obsession with documenting events. For example, in The Den, Creep and 
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Unfriended, the main protagonists watch others through various forms of surveillance, such as 
video cameras, cell phones cameras and computer webcams. However, a common theme among 
these films was the idea of multidirectional surveillance, where these characters discover that 
they were the ones being watched by others the entire time. Another common feature that 
emerged from these five films was the willingness of the characters to be filmed and their 
obsession with documenting events. These common features were related to some of the relevant 
criminological theory previously discussed. For example, the concept of the ‘watcher’ being 
watched exemplifies Foucault’s notion of panopticism, which describes a process of 
multidirectional surveillance between prisoners and guards (Foucault, 1979). Similarly, the 
willingness to be filmed and obsession with documenting events was considered a form of docile 
bodies (Foucault, 1979).  
Coding categories were developed and defined using the common features that were 
identified from the initial viewing of these films as well as the notes on the plot, dialogue, 
character and character behaviours. For example, a coding category was developed using the 
concept of the ‘watcher’ being watched, which was titled “Panopticism”. This code was defined 
using film notes that describe scenes where multidirectional surveillance is implied. The five 
films were then viewed a second time to further expand the notes and develop more concise 
coding categories. A total of seven coding categories were created (see Appendix C). Based on 
the themes that emerged from the initial five films, such as surveillance and docile bodies, two 
specific research questions were formulated: 
1. What themes and narratives emerge from found-footage horror films concerning the 
use of technology and surveillance in the production of “docile bodies”?  
2. To what extent do found-footage horror films construct surveillance and technology 
as a “political technology of the body”?  
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The remaining 15 films in the sample were then viewed 1-2 times and detailed notes were made 
about the plot, dialogue, characters, character behaviours and images. In addition, a series of 
screen captures of relevant images were taken from each film in the sample for the purposes of 
analysis and supporting material. Following the data collection, the data was coded using the 
seven coding categories in order to identify major themes.  
Based on the data analysis, three major themes were identified and organized into results 
chapters. Chapter IV considers FFH films and conservative themes, such as films that reinforce 
conservative ideas about ‘law and order’ and ‘fear of crime’. Chapter V discusses FFH films that 
critically examine surveillance and surveillance society. Chapter VI discusses FFH films that 
critically examine the voyeuristic nature of society around crime and media, such as the desire to 
consume and view information about violence. To conclude, chapter VII will include a 
discussion of the results chapters, including the overall implications of the study’s findings, 
limitations and potential future research.  
CHAPTER IV 
Conservative Themes 
As discussed earlier, one of the objectives of this study was to examine themes 
concerning crime control, the production of a culture of fear, and how the FFH films specifically 
construct the use of technology and surveillance. One thematic pattern that emerged across 
several films in the film sample was a conservative ideology reinforcing a familiar ‘law and 
order’ agenda. In these films, FFH narratives constructed linkages between the Internet and, 
particularly, social media and risk while simultaneously constructing technology and surveillance 
as a necessary form of guardianship. The most prevalent codes that emerged from these films 
were Risky Others, Panopticism, and Authority and Norm Reinforcement. This chapter will 
provide an examination of the various ways a small sample of the films in the study reinforced 
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conservative messages beginning with a discussion of how some FFH films reinforce fear of 
crime and construct the Internet as a “dangerous place”. The next section will discuss how these 
FFH films reinforce conservative ideas about ‘law and order’ and the importance of surveillance. 
Last, the chapter will examine how the films construct social control by reinforcing authority and 
belief.  
Internet as a Dangerous Place: “It’s the Internet…you should have expected something like 
this…” 
 According to Altheide (1997), new media frequently use what he refers to as a “problem 
frame” in which the selection and reporting of news adheres to an entertainment format where 
stories about crime and violence proliferate promoting a public discourse of fear. For example, 
Brownstein (1991) discusses how news media influenced public perceptions of risk for drugs and 
drug-related violence in the 1980s. Similarly, Norris, Kern and Just (2003) examined how mass 
media coverage has distorted perceptions of the threat of terrorism relative to the actual threat. 
They argue that while actual dangers have declined substantially worldwide, post 9/11, American 
fears of terrorism have dramatically increased. In this study, a major theme that emerged was the 
construction of the Internet as a “dangerous place” inhabited by “risky others”. Three films in the 
sample - The Den (2013), Megan is Missing (2011) and Unfriended (2015) - contained narratives 
focused on predatory crime on the Internet and the dangers involved with its use. Specifically, all 
three films constructed the Internet as a “dangerous place” through narratives of anonymous 
predators that proliferate across digital technologies. In addition, each of these films links their 
horror narrative to familiar discourses of fear in the media. 
Megan is Missing, a 2011 low-budget film, explores what happens to 14-year old Megan 
Stewart and her best friend Amy Herman when they begin chatting with boys on the Internet. 
Megan meets whom she believes to be a 17-year-old boy named Josh in a chatroom. When 
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Megan agrees to meet Josh, or goes by the chatroom name, ‘SkaterJosh’, she goes ‘missing’ as 
the title of the film implies. Amy then begins her own search for Megan by chatting with 
SkaterJosh before she is eventually lured and abducted. The final 20 to 25 minutes of the film 
detail the confinement, torture, and murder of both girls. 
In Megan is Missing, the Internet is a “dangerous place” where predators, or “risky 
others”, easily prey on susceptible children. That is, the film constructs the Internet and, 
specifically online chatrooms, as ubiquitous with predators and where there are few protections. 
According to director Michael Goi, the intent of the film was to raise awareness about the 
dangers of the Internet (http://filmjunk.com/2011/10/28/10-movies-that-will-scare-parents-to-
death/). Megan is a troubled teenager with a dysfunctional family; she meets ‘SkaterJosh’ almost 
immediately upon logging into the chatroom and he quickly exploits her insecurities. He makes 
excuses about why he does not have a webcam and easily convinces her to meet him in person, 
where she is later abducted. Following Megan’s abduction, Amy begins questioning SkaterJosh, 
who warns her, “They can’t find me. You can set up free screen names anywhere”, exemplifying 
the nature of anonymity on the Internet and connecting it with risk (Gragnani & Goi, 2011). As 
shown in Figure 1, a title screen later appears in the film informing the audience that photos of a 
confined Megan being tortured were uploaded to a fetish site. The film also shows two of these 
photos that, as part of the found-footage narrative adopted by the film, have been entered as 
evidence in the “case”. Both the exploitative and graphic nature of the photos and the film’s 
referral to fetish sites reinforce this construction of the Internet as a “dangerous place”.  
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Figure 1 
‘Dangerous Place’ Online in Megan is Missing 
 
The film Unfriended adopts a similar discourse of fear, serving as a cautionary tale for 
parents about cyberbullying and the dangers of the Internet. In contrast to other FFH films in the 
sample, Unfriended is told entirely over a teenager’s computer screen, as she and her friends are 
terrorized by an anonymous user, billie227, in their online video group chat. The group of friends 
are hacked, threatened and each killed by an unseen figure seeking vengeance for a shaming 
video of a former friend, Laura Barns, who committed suicide after the video went viral. While 
the film adopts a supernatural theme, like Megan is Missing, protagonists are threatened by an 
anonymous online predator that cannot be escaped. The narrative is also built around 
cyberbullying and viral shaming videos, reflecting familiar parental concerns about the Internet 
that have received prominent media attention. For example, in 2012 the death of Amanda Todd 
received widespread media coverage when she committed suicide after years of being sexually 
extorted, cyberstalked and bullied over naked photos of her that were posted on social media 
sites, such as Facebook (Dean, 2012). Similarly, the suicide of Tyler Clementi in 2010 brought 
attention to the issue of cyberbullying and social media after Clementi’s roommate used a 
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webcam to spy on him kissing another man and later posted about the incident on Twitter 
(Foderaro, 2010).  
The unique format of the film also provides the audience with a gateway into adolescent 
social relations in the digital era that reinforces a fear discourse. Figure 2 illustrates how the film 
exploits the computer screen format to show audiences how rapidly cyberbullying and public 
shaming unfold in the digital era with multiple open windows and familiar social media platforms 
including Skype, Facebook, and YouTube. Through this unique format, the film is able to show 
how predators can exploit and target young people on the Internet. 
Figure 2 
Viral Nature of Cyberbullying in Unfriended 
 
 
 The anonymity and ubiquity of “risky others” on the Internet as part of this fear discourse 
is also found in The Den. Using the same “computer screen” format as Unfriended, The Den 
follows a graduate student, Elizabeth, who is conducting a study of behaviour on a fictional 
Internet chatroom called ‘The Den’. During the study, Elizabeth is repeatedly contacted by an 
anonymous user, Pyagrl*16, whose webcam is turned off. Eventually Pyagrl*16’s webcam is 
turned on and Elizabeth witnesses the murder of a young woman. Elizabeth is then stalked by the 
anonymous user, both online and offline, before she is abducted and murdered. The narrative 
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throughout The Den constructs the Internet as a “dangerous world” inhabited by predators and 
where risks are unknown. Early in the film, during her thesis proposal presentation, Elizabeth 
emphasizes that “we” do not know “who is out there” (see Figure 3 below) and several of her 
early interactions in ‘The Den’ reinforce that the Internet is populated by deviant people 
(Donohue, 2013). For example, early in her research on DenChat, Elizabeth chats with 
‘Adebay005’, a Nigerian scam artist, asking for a beneficiary to help him transfer funds. Later in 
the film, she connects with user ‘els993849’, where several people are playing Russian roulette. 
At the conclusion of the film it is revealed that the anonymous hacker is in fact an extensive 
network of people. In other words, The Den constructs the dangers of the Internet and ‘risky 
others’ as not anonymous but literally diffuse in nature.     
Figure 3 
The Unknown Internet in The Den 
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Like Megan is Missing and Unfriended, claims about “risky others” and the “Internet as 
dangerous” in The Den are linked to familiar discourses of fear in the media. At the conclusion of 
the film, it is revealed that the network of predators targeting Elizabeth has victimized others and 
posted their stalking and murder as “snuff” videos online. The term ‘snuff’ refers to an urban 
legend of cinema and is used to describe a film genre in which “actors are supposedly killed for 
the benefit of the viewer” (Stine, 1999, n.p.). In all three films, the Internet is a “dangerous” place 
where anonymous users can target innocent victims. When she confides in Damien, he says, “It’s 
fake, you got pranked Liz. It’s the Internet…you should have expected something like this.” 
(Donohue, 2013).  
The Internet as Panopticon: “I’m Watching You, Amy” 
 A second way in which a fear discourse emerged across these films was through the 
construction of the Internet and, more specifically, social media as a form of Panopticism in the 
digital era. Narratives in these films emphasized the accessibility of people’s lives on the Internet 
and the dangers involved with sharing information publicly. Anonymous predators, or “risky 
others”, in each film engage in increasingly insidious forms of surveillance that allow them to 
exploit and victimize the protagonists. While protagonists believe they are doing the “watching”, 
surveillance in these films is multidirectional. In his research, Surette (2015) describes the 
SURVEILLANCE, FEAR AND CRIME CONTROL 48 
psychotic super-male offender, a common crime narrative found in news and entertainment 
media. According to Surette (2015), the psychotic super-male is evil, violent and predatory, but 
possessing superior strength and intellect. In these three films, anonymous predators are similar 
to Surette’s psychotic super-male wherein these exaggerated traits now include digital 
counterparts such as hacking. 
Across all three films, the narratives use the found footage format to establish how 
accessible the private sphere is on computers and the Internet. The found-footage format is used 
in these films to illustrate not only that privacy does not exist on the Internet, but that this lack of 
privacy and sharing of personal information is risky. At the start of Megan is Missing, a title card 
informs the audience that the film is “based on actual events” and film footage was “assembled 
using cell phone transmissions, computer files, home videos, and public news reports.” While the 
claim that a fictional film is “based on actual events” has been used frequently, particularly in the 
horror genre, the found-footage format is specifically able to construct the lack of privacy in the 
digital world as dangerous. Both girls use their webcams for chatting and posting intimate details 
of their lives; this online disclosure is constructed as a gateway into the world of predators. Early 
scenes in both The Den and Unfriended, films using only computer screen footage, clearly show 
how much of personal information is available online. Figure 4 shows images from both films 
where characters have multiple personal files opened, from emails to music playlists, and that are 
accessible to anyone who can access their computers. These films construct this accessibility and 
disclosure as dangerous. In The Den, for example, Elizabeth’s constant interactions in ‘DenChat’ 
allow online predators to hack her computer, monitor all of her activities, and ultimately abduct 
and kill her.   
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Figure 4 
Accessibility of Information on the Internet 
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Accessibility of the private sphere and the multiple ways in which people are watched is 
also constructed as a risk factor. Specifically, each of these films illustrates the multidirectional 
nature of surveillance on the Internet and the risks posed by “logging on”. Characters log on to 
the Internet and social media sites with the intent to watch others, but as the films progress each 
of these characters in turn discover that they are the ones being watched. There are scenes in all 
three films where the protagonists discover that they have been watched or images of characters 
being watched by their predators. In Megan is Missing, Amy records a video diary outside at a 
favourite childhood location while SkaterJosh, her online predator, is visible in the background 
watching unknown to her. The menu title screen for the DVD copy of the film, shown below in 
Figure 5, conveys this form of Panopticism or multidirectional surveillance in the digital world; 
Amy is being watched as she watches others on her computer screen. 
Figure 5 
Multidirectional Surveillance in Megan is Missing 
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The computer screen format of The Den and Unfriended directly illustrate this 
multidirectional nature of surveillance of the Internet as the audience is always able to see what 
the characters are doing on their computers. Similarly, Elizabeth’s online stalkers in The Den are 
able to remotely turn on her laptop webcam and record her intimate relations with her boyfriend. 
The protagonists in Unfriended contributed to the suicide of a friend, Laura Barnes, by filming an 
embarrassing drunken incident and later posting it to YouTube. The gaze of surveillance, 
however, is turned against the protagonists. During their Skype chat, Blaire receives a private 
Skype message from billie227 that says, “you each have dirty little secrets. I want to expose 
them. Blaire, here’s one of yours” (Bekmambetov, Greaves & Gabriadze, 2015). She then 
receives two photos of her and boyfriend’s best friend having sex. As shown in Figure 6, 
characters in The Den and Unfriended, eventually discover hidden cameras that have been 
surreptitiously recording all of their movements. Characters in all three films believe they have 
total control over who sees what but eventually discover that “they’re watching everything” 
(Donohue, 2013). 
Figure 6 
“They See Everything” in The Den and Unfriended 
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 Lastly, in each of these films, Surette’s psychotic super-male criminal narrative is re-
imagined to illustrate the risk posed by online predators. In these films, the enhanced skills of the 
psychotic super-male criminal also include the ability to use the Internet to do almost anything. 
The lack of privacy and multidirectional nature of surveillance on the Internet allows the 
antagonists in these films to not only access personal information but physically harm their 
victims. In The Den, Elizabeth’s online predators are able to access her computer even when it is 
turned off. According to Wetmore (2012): 
“Software now allows corporations, the government and even any competent 
programmer, hacker of computer user to place ‘cookies’ in one’s computer, track the 
websites one visits and send viruses or spyware that can cause genuine damage to one’s 
computer and by extension, work and life”. (p. 188) 
This is further demonstrated in The Den when the predator sends a link from Elizabeth’s 
boyfriend’s account, which downloads spyware that erases all of her files, including the DenChat 
screen captures and interactions for her thesis research. Using personal information stolen from 
her files, they are able to locate, lure, and kill friends and family members. In one scene, as 
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shown in Figure 7, her hackers open Google Maps on her own computer screen and slowly zoom 
in on the map to reveal that they are at her sister’s home. After killing her best friend, Jenni, the 
antagonists are able to access Jenni’s email to write a fake suicide letter to conceal their crime 
and deceive police. While Unfriended contains a unique supernatural element, it similarly 
constructs its antagonist as able to use the Internet to do anything. The anonymous predator, 
billie227, is able to access any personal information from the protagonists’ Facebook accounts, 
cellphones, personal computers, and past Skype chats. In addition, billie227 is able to upload 
content to the protagonists’ social media accounts without their knowledge. Several attempts to 
block billie227 and, in one scene, upload a virus to the anonymous user’s account, are stopped. 
Figure 7 
The Reach of Internet Predators in The Den 
 
 
In summary, FFH narratives construct linkages between the Internet and social media and 
risk, by focusing on online predatory crime and the Internet as a form of Panopticism. Altheide 
(1997) discusses the use of problem frames – the framing of crime and violence that promotes a 
public discourse of fear. Similarly, several films in the sample - The Den, Megan is Missing and 
Unfriended – follow the same format, where constructions of the Internet promote a fear 
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discourse. Specifically, the narratives in each of these films focused on predatory crime on the 
Internet and the dangers involved with the use of the Internet. The films construct the Internet as 
dangerous through the depiction of anonymous predators, who proliferate in the digital world. 
Additionally, the horror narratives in each film are linked to familiar fear discourses in the media, 
such as child alerts, cyberbullying and social media, and snuff films. While these films link the 
use of the Internet, and, specifically, social media with risk, they also construct the Internet and 
social media as a form of Panopticism in the digital age. The narratives use the found footage 
format to emphasize the accessibility of people’s lives and information on the Internet and the 
dangers associated with sharing information publicly. They serve as a warning to the viewer that 
using the Internet is not a unidirectional process or one-way street. Finally, in a digital world 
inhabited by risky others, anonymous online predators are depicted as possessing characteristics 
of the psychotic super-male offender, as described by Surrette. In these films, anonymous online 
predators have the ability to use the Internet to do almost anything.   
Law, Order and Surveillance: “We Need to Keep Filming…” 
 While these films construct the Internet as a scary and dangerous place characterized by 
multidirectional surveillance and populated by “risky others”, they simultaneously reinforce 
conservative law and order agendas that emphasize ‘social control’ and surveillance, or 
‘documenting events’, by legitimate authorities. That is, one of the themes that emerged from 
several films in the sample was the legitimization of surveillance by legal authorities. In addition 
to Megan is Missing (2011), The Den (2013), and Unfriended (2015), other films in the sample - 
Amber Alert (2012) and Afflicted (2013) - emphasize the importance of recording and 
documenting events by constructing surveillance as positive and useful when used either by 
legitimate authorities or for `prosocial social control’. In doing so, the films reinforce the 
SURVEILLANCE, FEAR AND CRIME CONTROL 55 
production of “docile bodies”, where aspects of the found footage normalize watching, being 
watched and having information shared and collected.  
In Megan is Missing, surveillance is constructed positively in both scenes where Megan 
and Amy are each abducted. For example, when Megan arrives behind the diner to meet ‘Josh’, 
security footage captures Megan being led away by a man. During the fictionalized crime docu-
drama show incorporated in the film, My Child is Missing, a police officer remarks, “Well, we 
got a lucky break in the case, we obtained some surveillance footage, and on the video tape it 
appears as if she’s waiting for someone.” (Gragnani & Goi, 2011. Whether the man she walked 
away with was the individual she was waiting for is still under investigation.” The importance of 
recording or documenting experiences is further reinforced in the scene where investigators find 
Amy’s video camera in a trash can (Figure 8), which contained images of a man believed to be 
“Josh”. The film implies that the video footage of the abductions will aid police in finding the 
missing girls.  
Figure 8 
Legitimization of Surveillance in Megan is Missing 
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Similarly, the film Amber Alert reinforces social control and surveillance by framing it 
within the context of child abductions. While filming their audition for a reality television show, 
a group of three friends encounter a car they saw posted on an amber alert board on the highway. 
When Nate and Sam have a disagreement about following the vehicle, Sam claims, “This is our 
civic duty, our responsibility” (Bellessa, 2012). In one scene, as shown in Figure 9, Sam hides the 
camera and continues to film when the driver of the amber alert vehicle pulls over and 
approaches them. Convinced that the man is the father of the child in his back seat, they let him 
go and continue driving. Shortly after, the microphone Sam planted in his vehicle continues to 
transmit sound and they realize that he is, in fact, a real child predator. When they report the 
incident to a sheriff on the highway, they are instructed to go to the station because the police 
will “want to see that video” (Bellessa, 2012). In another scene, Caleb asks if he should keep 
filming and Sam says, “…we need to keep filming, I mean, that’s our one last chance, our one 
last hope of him still being out there, we can still hear him.” (Bellessa, 2012). The microphone is 
used as a tool for surveillance and ultimately enables them to track down the perpetrator’s home 
and attempt to rescue the child.  
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Figure 9 
Legitimization of Surveillance in Amber Alert 
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The legitimization of surveillance and the need to film or document is also found in the 
film Afflicted. Two friends, Clif and Derek, travel the world documenting their experiences for 
their travel blog web series entitled “Ends of the Earth”. During their first night in Barcelona, 
Derek meets a woman named Audrey in a nightclub. Later that night, Clif finds a severely injured 
Derek and no sign of Audrey. When things quickly begin to spiral out of control, as Derek 
displays sickness, heightened strength and speed, Clif uses his camera footage to draw the 
conclusion that Derek has contracted “vampirism” from Audrey. In several scenes, the film 
constructs surveillance as positive and valuable. For example, as seen in Figure 10, Derek 
reviews the footage on Clif’s camera of when he met Audrey, which captured her cell phone in 
his hotel room. He retrieves Audrey’s phone and uses it to locate one of her “play things”, a man 
named Maurice, and live streams holding the man hostage in order to lure Audrey. When Derek 
finally meets Audrey again, she tells him that there is no cure for his condition and no other way 
to sustain himself without killing people. However, she instructs him to choose whom he kills. 
Derek accepts his fate by choosing a child molester as his first victim, which he verifies by 
looking at images on the man’s phone.  
Figure 11 
Legitimization of Surveillance in Afflicted 
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As previously discussed, FFH narratives construct the Internet as a scary and dangerous 
place; however, they also reinforce conservative law and order agendas that emphasize social 
control and surveillance. In doing so, several films in the sample legitimize the use of 
surveillance as positive and useful. In addition, they reinforce the production of docile bodies, as 
the legitimization of surveillance normalizes watching, being watched and having information 
shared and collected. In Megan is Missing, The Den, Unfriended, Amber Alert and Afflicted, 
surveillance is used by characters to document experiences, which ultimately enable them to 
uncover truth or aid authorities in an investigation. In general, the legitimization of surveillance 
in these films is depicted using the found footage format... 
Found-Footage as Social Control: “Turn Off the Camera and Leave”  
Lastly, conservative law and order agendas are reinforced through constructions of found 
footage as a social control mechanism wherein characters who challenge or deviate from 
conventional social norms are punished. Specifically, several films in the sample featured a 
similar narrative where a character attempts to use a camera to debunk ‘legend’ only to discover 
that the ‘legend’ was true. Films such as The Blair Witch Project (1999), Paranormal Activity 
(2007), The Last Exorcism (2010), Grave Encounters (2011) and Willow Creek (2013) construct 
social control by reinforcing the consequences of questioning authority or challenging social 
norms. In these films, characters are warned by locals or authority figures to not question the 
dogma of their beliefs, and, inevitably, as they continue to document, that dogma is reinforced.  
A common theme that emerged from these films was the role of cameras in the 
reinforcement of traditional authority or dogma. In The Blair Witch Project, Paranormal Activity, 
The Last Exorcism and Grave Encounters, initially disbelieving characters seeking to expose a 
legend or belief use cameras and surveillance in an effort but as the narrative unfolds the 
surveillance footage ultimately reinforces this traditional authority. Both the Blair Witch Project 
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– the 1999 film that popularized the FFH subgenre – and Paranormal Activity (2007) feature 
protagonists that challenge traditional authority in various forms. For example, both films include 
depictions of authority figures as a form of social control. In these films, characters are warned 
by locals or authority figures not to go searching for proof of a legend or question the dogma of 
their beliefs. Inevitably, as they continue to search and document, that dogma is reinforced as 
they begin to discover truth.  
In The Blair Witch Project, film students are warned by local residents about the legend 
of the Blair Witch and the haunting in the woods. One local woman says, “I don’t go up there, I 
believe enough not to go up there.” (Myrick & Sanchez, 1999). Two fishermen explain that 
“anybody around here knows that this area has been haunted by that old woman for years.” 
(Myrick & Sanchez, 1999). Similarly, in Paranormal Activity, the protagonists are warned by a 
psychic, Dr. Fredrichs, that communicating with and trying to film supernatural forces is 
dangerous.    
The film Paranormal Activity adopts a narrative similar to The Blair Witch Project. When 
Katie and Micah begin experiencing paranormal occurrences in their new home, Micah begins 
incessantly filming their activities, hoping to capture any “weird shit” (Peli & Blum, 2007). 
Initially, Micah does not believe anything strange is happening and continuously ignores Katie’s 
concerns and warnings to stop filming. In an early scene, Katie is disturbed when she finds keys 
on the kitchen floor one morning and believes it was an evil presence. However, unconvinced, 
Micah teases her in saying that it is “evidence that evil forces came from beyond the grave to 
move keys.” (Peli & Blum, 2007). As the film progresses, Micah discovers the truth in Katie’s 
claims as the camera captures evidence of a demonic presence.  
In addition to The Blair Witch Project and Paranormal Activity, other films, such as The 
Last Exorcism, Willow Creek and Grave Encounters use camera footage to reinforce traditional 
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authority. In these films, the use of the camera does not expose fraud, but ultimately reinforces 
legend or authority. The Last Exorcism is a film about an evangelical priest and admitted con 
artist who participates in a documentary to expose the fraud in his ministry and the Church by 
performing a fake exorcism. Similarly, cameras are used in an attempt to expose legend in Grave 
Encounters and Willow Creek. On a trip to the Collingwood Psychiatric Hospital, the television 
crew for paranormal reality show ‘Grave Encounters’ attempt to capture real ghosts. There is a 
satirical element in the film, as the reality television show is a sham and the crew do not actually 
believe in ghosts or the paranormal. In Willow Creek, Jim and Kelly venture into the woods 
capture evidence of the existence of Bigfoot to produce a documentary. While Jim is a strong 
believer in the existence of Bigfoot, Kelly does not believe Bigfoot is real.  
While showing behind the scenes of an exorcism performed on Nell Sweetzer, Cotton 
reveals his tricks for maintaining the phony façade. For example, Cotton shows the audience the 
iPod and speakers he uses to make “demon sounds” while performing his exorcisms. At the 
beginning of the film, Cotton tells the documentary crew, “I do not believe in actual demons, no. 
But, when I was doing exorcisms, you know, I acted like I did.”. (Roth & Stamm, 2010). 
Likewise, in Grave Encounters, show host Lance Preston interviews the resident gardener, Javier, 
about paranormal activity at the hospital. When Javier’s response does not comply with the 
superficial appearance of the show, Lance bribes him with petty cash to “make up something for 
the camera” (Twin Engine Films & The Vicious Brothers, 2011).  
Through the process of making the “documentary” to expose confidence schemes, Cotton 
ultimately recovers his faith. In the last scene of the film, as Cotton and the audience learn that 
Nell is possessed, he regains his faith and heads into “battle” to confront the demon. In this film, 
the camera ultimately reinforces the authority of the Church and religious dogma. Similar to The 
Blair Witch Project, the protagonists in Willow Creek interview some of the local residents, who 
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warn them to stay out of the woods. When they arrive at the forest, they are warned by a local 
man to “turn off the camera and leave” (de Sa Rego, Pierson & Goldthwait, 2013). The film 
reinforces both legend and traditional authority as the protagonists continue into the woods and 
are later confronted by growing evidence of Bigfoot.  
In general, FFH films reinforce conservative law and order agendas by adopting the found 
footage format as a form of social control. Specifically, this is accomplished in films that involve 
a character that challenges or deviates from conventional social norms. Many FFH films in the 
sample involve characters using a camera in an attempt to expose legend or belief. In these films, 
the depiction of authority figures is often used to reinforce social control. While characters are 
warned by these authority figures not to document or question legend or belief, as the narrative 
progresses the surveillance footage ultimately reinforces this traditional authority.  
CHAPTER V 
Critical Themes 
 As outlined in Chapter II, the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and subsequent tragedies have led to 
significant changes in surveillance and security, including the introduction of new anti-terrorism 
legislation, the increased use of social sorting, and extensive changes to airport security practices. 
These changes have brought about a major shift to a “surveillance society”, where encounters 
with surveillance are embedded in daily life (Lyon, 2007). In response to this shift to a 
surveillance society, media and popular culture have increasingly adopted critical cultural 
narratives concerning themes of surveillance. According to Ferrell and Sanders (1995), many 
forms of popular culture, including film, tend to be critical of surveillance and warn about the 
violation of rights and liberties inherent in its practice. Since FFH films are considered a form of 
popular culture and, due to their nature, involve many aspects of surveillance, one of the 
objectives of this study was to examine whether or not these films contain critical messages about 
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surveillance. As such, this chapter will discuss FFH films that critically examine a surveillance 
society. The chapter will begin with a discussion of FFH films that critically examine objectivity 
and truth in surveillance or camera footage. The next section will discuss FFH films that look at 
the ownership of surveillance and claims making. The last section will focus on films that 
critically examine the expansion of surveillance technology and how it can be used to ‘watch’ 
people.  
Objectivity and Truth: “If It Didn’t Happen on Camera, It Didn’t Happen” 
While surveillance technology may capture an event as it occurs, camera footage does not 
necessarily equal ‘truth’. Themes that focused on the nature of objectivity and truth emerged 
across several films in this study. For the purposes of this study, the theme of “Objectivity and 
Truth” refers to images that are seen through “objective” sources of information (i.e., video 
cameras, surveillance footage) but are simultaneously portrayed as questionable or subjective in 
nature. Many FFH films critically analyzed the subjectivity of information from “objective” 
sources. In films such as Diary of the Dead (2007), The Den (2013), Unfriended (2015), The 
Sacrament (2013), The Houses October Built (2014), and Creep (2014), objectivity and reality 
were frequently challenged.  
Some films critique objectivity and truth in surveillance footage through a direct criticism 
of new media footage and the 24-hour news cycle. The 2007 George Romero film, Diary of the 
Dead, follows a group of young film students in the midst of a zombie apocalypse. During their 
journey across Pennsylvania, one student, Jason, films their experiences as they seek refuge from 
the zombie outbreak. Throughout the film, Debra narrates the footage through voiceovers. The 
film examines the issue of objectivity from sources of information, such as camera footage. In the 
voiceover narration at the start of the film, Debra describes trying to download a lot of the 
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information they knew about the crisis from the Internet and blog while noting that most of it was 
“bullshit” (Romero, 2007).   
News footage and radio broadcasts are interspersed throughout the film, but there was 
always a gap in what they covered and what was really happening. For example, news footage 
initially suggests the dead rising may be a terrorist attack or just a handful of isolated incidents. 
In the warehouse scene, Jason and his friends see the footage uploaded by the cameraman from 
an initial attack showed at the start of the film. However, this broadcast news footage is edited 
from what the audience saw earlier to make it look like the victims – an immigrant family - were 
alive and attacked law enforcement. In another scene, Jason refuses to stop filming and stays 
behind, Debra and Tony are attacked. When Jason asks what happened, Debra says, "You missed 
it. If it didn't happen on camera, it didn't happen” (Romero, 2007). In this sense, the film is 
critical of news media and the 24-hour news cycle, constructing information that emerges from 
these sources as subjective or inaccurate.  
 Other films in the sample, including The Den and Unfriended, similarly construct the 
Internet as a source of information whose “objectivity” and accuracy is questionable.  
Specifically, in The Den and Unfriended, the online interactions of the characters quickly 
establish the artificial nature of what is seen on the Internet. For example, at the start of The Den, 
Elizabeth is chatting with a young boy on who plays a joke on her, using a screen-capture of her 
scared response with “Gotcha” (see Figure 12) (Donohue, 2013). This opening quickly 
establishes the theme of objectivity and truth, as it is never clear what is “real” and what is not in 
the film. Throughout the film, Elizabeth’s interactions with people she meets in the “Den 
chatroom” are ambiguous or have elements of misinformation. In another online interaction, she 
connects with someone who appears to be a woman in a bikini doing a striptease with her back to 
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the webcam, but when ‘she’ turns around the person is actually a man. The theme that emerges 
from The Den is that little information on the Internet can be taken at face value. 
Figure 12 
Objectivity and Truth in The Den 
 
 
Similar to The Den, objectivity and truth and the false nature of information on the 
Internet emerges as a theme in Unfriended. In large part, the theme is observed through the film 
technique of using the characters’ computer screen as the only ‘camera footage’, which was 
discussed in Chapter VI. Screen images of the characters’ Facebook “Friends” list along with the 
early narrative establish the false or duplicitous nature of adolescent friendships that often 
underlies cyberbullying. While the early narrative of the film conceals the true role of the 
characters in their friend’s suicide, it is quickly apparent that these “friends” lie to and hide things 
from one another. At the start of the film, as shown in Figure 13, the Universal Pictures 
production logo breaks up and flickers implying a poor Internet connection and prompting the 
audience to begin questioning what is what is not real.  
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Figure 13 
Objectivity and Truth in Unfriended 
 
 
One of the most common ways in which objectivity and truth emerged as themes in the 
FFH film sample was through a construction of camera footage as less accurate or truthful than 
initially assumed. That is, across several films, camera footage initially introduced as “objective” 
and “accurate” is later revealed to be ambiguous or false. The narrative in some films further 
critiques the objectivity of camera footage by initially positioning the use of ‘found footage’ as 
an explicit attempt at arriving at the truth. In several films, including The Sacrament, Creep, The 
Blair Witch Project, and The Houses October Built, the protagonists are documentary filmmakers 
motivated to exposure or document a “truth”. In The Sacrament, a photographer, Patrick, and two 
journalists from the news channel Vice travel to an undisclosed location in search of Patrick’s 
estranged sister and to learn more about the religious commune she joined, Eden Parish. 
Protagonists in other films, such as The Blair Witch Project and The Houses October Built, are 
filmmakers attempting to expose urban legends (i.e., The ‘Blair Witch’) or underground 
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subcultures (i.e., haunted house attractions). The protagonist of Creep is a videographer hired to 
film a day-in-the-life for a man who claims to be dying of cancer. 
 At the start of these films, there are several visual indicators for the audience that 
reinforce the “objective” nature of the footage they are watching. As shown in Figure 14, in some 
films, including The Blair Witch Project and The Houses October Built, an initial title card 
informs the audience that they are watching footage assembled from several camera sources. This 
technique is a central aspect of the FFH format and serves to promise the audience “objectivity” 
and “truth”. At the start of The Sacrament, title cards introduce the audience to Vice, a real-world 
international alternative news source, which serves to set the film in a familiar context. News 
footage about “extreme haunts” and the risks posed by these independent venues are interspersed 
through the early found footage of The Houses October Built to construct a sense of reality. Other 
films, including Creep, have date and timestamps clearly visible on the screen, reminding 
audiences that what they are watching is “real”.  
Figure 14 
Constructing Objectivity in FFH Films 
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 However, in each of these films, a common narrative pattern that emerges is the extent to 
which the “objectivity” and “truth” documented at the start of the film becomes increasingly 
ambiguous or false. When the film crew in The Sacrament arrive at Eden Parish, it initially 
appears to be a utopia that is “free from capitalism, racism, and imperialism” (Roth & West, 
2013). During interviews with the residents, the idea that the way people are living in Western 
society is a “false” way of life is continuously reinforced. For example, in an interview with 
“Father” the leader of the commune, he says, “I don’t believe in the media. All is see is lies upon 
lies upon lies …” (Roth & West, 2013). As the film progresses, the crew learn that much of Eden 
Parish has been hidden. The utopian appearance turns out to be a façade, which is only achieved 
through exploitation and the threat of violence. In one scene, a mother of a young girl seeking 
help from the crew warns them, “This place is not what it seems… You are being manipulated. 
You talked to who Father wanted you to talk to.” (Roth & West, 2013).  
Josef, the subject of the ‘day-in-life’ videography in Creep immediately projects an 
ambiguity about his true nature and motivations. In the initial minutes of the film, the 
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videographer, Aaron, wonders aloud about whether the advertisement to which he is responding 
is legitimate. He asks, “what if it’s a 40-year old woman” waiting for him. In this respect, the 
film superficially touches on whether anything viewed or read online is real (Blum, Duplass & 
Brice, 2014). However, the theme in the majority of the film is truth and whether what Josef tells 
Aaron is real. Josef claims to be dying from cancer and asks Aaron to record his life to leave for 
his unborn son. As the film progresses, Josef’s story slowly unravels as he exhibits increasingly 
bizarre behaviour. In one scene, Josef describes breaking into his own home and ‘raping’ his 
wife. As part of this story, Josef introduces Aaron to “Peach Fuzz”, a wolf mask he claims his 
father used as part of a game. Over the course of the film, the “Peach Fuzz” mask comes to 
represent an ambiguity around “truth” as the pleasant story of the origins of the mask contradict 
its use in the film. Josef describes wearing the mask as he assaulted his wife. Later in the film, as 
Aaron attempts to leave, he is blocked by Josef wearing “Peach Fuzz”. Aaron charges at him and 
we hear what sounds like a scuffle and then the camera is cut. When the camera resumes, the film 
shows footage of Josef dragging garbage bags up a hill, with a shovel. The camera then pulls 
back and we see Aaron, explaining that he escaped and made it home safely, and the footage is a 
DVD that he received in the mail from Josef. In this scene, objectivity and reality are challenged, 
as the viewer is initially led to believe that Josef has killed Aaron. The film highlights how 
images seen through objective sources, such as video cameras, do not necessarily equal ‘truth’.  
Similarly, in The Houses October Built, the film specifically critiques beliefs in the 
objectivity of camera footage through a narrative wherein “truth” becomes increasingly 
ambiguous as the film progresses despite the use of “real” found footage. The purpose of the 
filmmakers’ trip in the film is to document ‘real’ or extreme haunted scare attractions rather than 
the perceived safer corporate haunted houses. Their documentary tour eventually leads them on a 
quest to find ‘Blue Skeleton’, a rumoured underground scare attraction. Early tours of these 
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haunted attractions illustrate the blurring of the distinction between what is “real” and what is 
“staged”. For example, at the start of the film, text on the screen states, “Pressure to deliver the 
most extreme experiences imaginable has led to a dramatic increase in incidents, injuries, and 
crimes.” (Andrews, Schneider & Roe, 2014). Following this, a news clip reports, “A 17-year old 
employee trying to scare visitors got caught with a noose around her neck” and “customers 
walked by her thinking it was part of the show.” (Andrews, Schneider & Roe, 2014). As the film 
progresses, the group is confronted by strange and disturbing incidents as they are harassed by 
involving haunt employees.  However, as the danger increases and threats increasingly emerge, 
the group cannot distinguish between ‘real danger’ and ‘how far the haunt community will go to 
get a scare’. Similarly, when videos of them sleeping are posted online, they discount it as part of 
the “Blue Skeleton” experience. The found footage format of the film leaves the audience in a 
similarly ambiguous position until the very end when the threat is revealed to be real.  
In general, the critique of technology and media as "objective" is accomplished through a 
narrative that borrows the found-footage format and its conceit to being "real" and, as the 
narrative progresses, the films explore the ambiguous nature of objective sources of information 
by taking images seen earlier and calling them into question. Many FFH films in the sample 
critically analyze the subjectivity of information from objective sources, such as cameras, 
surveillance footage, the Internet, and news media. For example, Diary of the Dead explores the 
issue of objectivity and truth in surveillance footage by constructing information from news 
media as subjective and inaccurate. In other films like The Den and Unfriended, the online 
interactions of the characters demonstrate the ambiguity and artificial nature of what is seen on 
the Internet. Finally, in many FFH films, such as The Sacrament, Creep, The Blair Witch Project 
and The Houses October Built, camera footage recorded by characters seeking to document or 
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expose truth is initially portrayed as objective. However, as the narratives progress, the footage 
documented at the start of the films is presented as questionable or false.  
Ownership and Claims-Making: “The More Voices There Are, the More Spin There is” 
Another major critical theme found in films in the study was ownership and claims-
making. As discussed earlier, found footage is used to demonstrate the ambiguity in objective 
sources of information, such as surveillance footage. However, it is also used to show how 
ownership of these objective sources can be used to make certain claims. Films like Rec (2007), 
Home Movie (2008), The Bay (2013) and The Sacrament (2013) not only look at ‘truth and 
objectivity’, but also ownership of surveillance footage and the claims that can be made using 
this information. To date, several studies have examined police use of surveillance footage seized 
from citizens or private store CCTV to construct their own narratives of events. For example, 
Doyle (2003) discusses four studies of televised crime and policing - the popular American 
'reality-TV' series Cops; the televising of surveillance footage and home video of crime and 
policing; footage of Vancouver's Stanley Cup riot; and the publicity-grabbing demonstrations of 
the environmental group Greenpeace – to demonstrate how powerful institutions, such as police, 
use film footage to frame certain events to further a particular claim. Similarly, Schneider and 
Trottier (2012) discuss how police controlled and edited footage of the 2011 Vancouver riot 
remove evidence of police using excessive physical force.     
In Diary of the Dead, Rec, and The Bay, filmmakers adopt the found footage format to 
illustrate how surveillance footage and digital media can be controlled and edited by authority 
structures to support specific claims and enforce social control. As previously discussed, early 
recorded events in Diary of the Dead are shown in later scenes, heavily edited by news agencies 
and supporting specific narratives. Rec is a film about a reporter, Angela, and her cameraman, 
Pablo, who are covering a night shift at a local fire station. During the night, they accompany the 
SURVEILLANCE, FEAR AND CRIME CONTROL 73 
firefighters to a call at an apartment building, where a zombie outbreak occurs. Shortly after an 
old woman attacks the emergency personnel, the police and military seal off the building, 
trapping the news crew and the residents inside the building. Several times throughout the film, 
the authorities attempt to control the news crew and filming of the events. For example, in one 
scene, a police officer attempts to assert his authority to stop the crew from filming: 
Police Officer: “Please stop filming, for fuck’s safe!” 
Angela: “Do not touch the camera!” 
Police Officer: “Why not?” 
Angela: “We have to let everyone know what’s going on here!” 
Police Officer: I’m in charge here and I say turn it off and calm down.”  
Angela: “Then worry about what’s going to happen, not about whether we tape or not.” 
(Fernandez & Balaguero, 2007).   
Following this, the camera turns back on and the crew continue filming and begin interviewing 
the residents, as this is the only “proof” they have to “show what’s going on” (Fernandez & 
Balaguero, 2007).  
In The Bay, a found footage film about a parasitic outbreak in Claridge, Maryland, the 
criticisms of media coverage, ownership of surveillance footage, and claims-making are more 
explicit. The film follows several stories and is told from the perspectives of those who 
experienced the events over iPhones, Androids, 911 calls, webcams and other sources used to 
document the events. As shown in Figure 15, the footage that comprises the film is claimed to 
have never been publicly released and, at several points in the film, the audience is informed that 
footage was denied or shut down by government sources. One of the major protagonists, a young 
news reporter, Donna Thompson, narrates much of the footage and explains how the U.S 
government covered up the truth about what happened. The film highlights the subjective nature 
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of ownership of objective sources of information. For example, the National Guard confiscated 
every camera that was found and a financial agreement was made with the town, in exchange for 
silence. Although researchers earlier discover high toxicity levels in the water, at the end of the 
film, Donna explains, “The official line from the government was that the outbreak was due to 
unseasonably high water temperatures.” (Blum, Peli & Levinson, 2012). The film uses the found-
footage format to demonstrate that even objective information, such as cell phone videos, can be 
manipulated to represent a particular claim. 
Figure 15 
Ownership and Claims-Making in The Bay 
 
 
Other films in the sample illustrate how “objective” surveillance and camera footage can 
be owned and used to support vastly different claims through characters that film the same events 
with significantly different objectives. That is, in some films, the audience watches footage 
filmed by different characters that tell different stories about the same central event. Home 
Movie, for instance, is a compilation of home video footage made by the Poe family. The footage 
follows David and Clare Poe as they attempt to help their disturbed ten-year old twins, Jack and 
Emily. Clare, a psychologist, uses the camera to record private therapy sessions and express her 
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clinical views on the source of her children’s problems. In contrast, David uses the camera to 
make ‘home movies’, or to create a ‘false reality’ of a happy family. While Clare relies on 
science or psychology, David (who is a pastor) increasingly believes that there is something evil 
in the house. Another interesting dichotomy emerges in the film – David and Clare are not only at 
odds about what the cause of the problem is (psychology vs. religion), they fight over who can 
use the camera. For example, David says it is a ‘family camera’ and Clare says she uses it for 
‘work’. David records himself talking to Emily about demons and Clare wants the camera to film 
a ‘session’ with Jack.  
In one scene, the footage shows back-and-forth edits with Clare reviewing new 
medication to treat the children and David preparing to conduct an exorcism. Two months later, 
the children are no longer displaying antisocial behaviour. While Clare attributes it to the 
medication, David attributes it to the exorcism. The film captures two different narratives of the 
story, as Clare and David share ownership of the camera and record from their own point of 
views. At the climax of the film it is revealed that the viewer has been watching the “Jack and 
Emily Show”. Jack and Emily have been watching the ‘home movies’, as well as the footage of 
them filming themselves killing their parents.  
The Sacrament examines the ownership of surveillance footage and claims making 
through its theme of “immersionism” and media, an idea introduced in a title card at the outset of 
the film (see Figure 11). Both Father, the religious leader of Eden Parish, and Jake, the Vice 
cameraman, want to document events to support specific claims about the commune. When 
things begin to spiral out of control at Eden Parish, the footage begins to present two different 
narratives, as Father takes ownership of one of the crew’s cameras. After Sam, one of the 
cameramen, is taken hostage, Father tells Caroline, “take the camera, I want you to film this, it’s 
important” (Roth & West, 2013). Father wants to document their mass suicide as both an act of 
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defiance and a political statement. However, Jake wants to document the events so that the “rest 
of the world” knows what happened to him and the members of Eden Parish (Roth & West, 
2013). What is interesting in this film is that there is the potential for two very different versions 
of what happened at Eden Parish, depending on which camera footage was found or used – 
Father’s or Jake’s.  
In general, not only is the found footage format used to demonstrate the subjectivity of 
objective sources of information, they also explore how ownership of these sources can be used 
to make specific claims. Many film, such as Diary of the Dead and The Bay, adopt the found 
footage format to illustrate how information can be controlled and edited to further particular 
claims or enforce social control. Other films, like Home Movie and The Sacrament use the found 
footage format to demonstrate how ownership of surveillance footage has the potential to support 
multiple different versions of an event, using the same camera.    
The Docile Body: “I Can’t Leave without the Camera….I’m Plugged In!”  
Lastly, a third major critical theme that emerged from this study was Foucault’s notion of 
the ‘docile body’ and the role of Panopticism in a surveillance society. As previously discussed, 
the Panopticon was a model prison designed by Jeremy Bentham in the late eighteenth century 
(Foucault, 1979). Foucault discussed the Panopticon as a model for modern discipline. He argued 
that the Panopticon exemplified a process that produced self-disciplining subjects or “docile 
bodies”, through the maximization of surveillance. The circular design of the Panopticon induced 
a state of permanent visibility among the prisoners, which ensured the automatic functioning of 
power. While prisoners were not aware of whether or not they were being watched, it was the 
potential for being watched at any given moment that coerced the prisoners to practice self-
disciplinary behaviours.  
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Several of the FFH films included in the study critically examined the expansion of 
surveillance technology using the notion of the Panopticon. As previously mentioned, 
multidirectional surveillance is common to many FFH films. Chapter IV discussed how FFH 
films often construct surveillance or the act of “watching” as multidirectional. Several films 
embed this narrative of the “watcher being watched” in a “dangerous world” frame to illustrate 
the need for formal surveillance by authority structures such as law enforcement. Films like 
Megan is Missing include scenes of the “watcher being watched”, with either later scenes of law 
enforcement using camera footage or an implied benefit to allowing the “right” people to use 
surveillance and was discussed as an aspect of conservative FFH films. The use of 
multidirectional surveillance, or a form of Panopticism, in some films was more directly linked to 
the concept of docile bodies. That is, the source of horror in some films was the ease with which 
characters accepted or embraced documenting all aspects of their lives. More critical films, like 
Diary of the Dead, construct the ease and comfort with filming as a form of Foucault’s concept of 
docile bodies. According to Foucault (1979), discipline creates ‘docile bodies’ that can be 
“subjected, used, transformed and improved” (p.136). This can be achieved through disciplinary 
institutions, such as prisons and schools, using a process of constant observation and the 
internalization of disciplinary individuality. In a surveillance society, self-disciplinary and self-
regulating behaviours have become normalized. That is, surveillance has become decentralized 
and diffused throughout society, such that people have now embraced ‘watching’ themselves. In 
these films, the multidirectional nature of surveillance and the willingness to be watched and 
need or desire to document is constructed as negative.  
In Diary of the Dead, for example, the characters are constructed as docile bodies; that is, 
the characters, particularly the main character Jason, are not only comfortable with filming and 
being filmed, but they obsessively document the events around them. In addition, the 
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construction of characters in FFH films as docile bodies is linked with the construction of filming 
and being filmed as a source of danger. For example, Jason cannot function without his camera 
and when the battery begins to die, he tells his friends, “I can’t leave without the camera…I’m 
plugged in!” (Romero, 2007). There are also numerous camera shots of people filming while 
being filmed (a camera shot within a camera shot). For example, in the scene where Mary drives 
the RV through the car wreckage while running over the ‘dead’, the image is seen through 
Tracy’s camera. In addition, there are often images of people watching in the camera, such as 
reflections. While Jason is trying to upload his footage to the Internet, Debra approaches from 
behind and her reflection is seen in the computer screen. In several scenes, the film critiques the 
use of surveillance and the need or desire to document. In the hospital scene, Debra does not help 
Elliot when a zombie attacks Gordo; she continues filming as Jason does. She then lowers the 
camera, appearing shocked and says, “Here, take this. It’s too easy to use” as she hands the video 
camera to Professor Maxwell (Romero, 2007).  
Figure 16 
“It’s Too Easy to Use” 
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In another scene, Professor Maxwell says to Jason, “There will always be people like you, 
wanting to document, wanting to record some sort of diary.” Defensively, Jason responds, “Me? 
You're the one who put the camera in my hands. You're the one who made me want to do this” 
and Professor Maxwell replies, “Not this. This is a diary of cruelty. And in wartime, when the 
enemy can be marked as this son of a bitch or that son of a bitch, then cruelty... becomes 
justified.” (Romero, 2007).  
In The Blair Witch Project, the construction of docile bodies and the need to be filmed or 
to document events is similarly linked with constructions of danger or threats to characters. Much 
of the narrative of The Blair Witch Project is driven by Heather’s need to film and document 
events, which ultimately places them in danger. Although not as explicit as other films, the film 
implies that Heather’s filming opens the group to danger. For example, several times throughout 
the film, Michael and Joshua remark about Heather’s obsessive filming. In one scene, as shown 
in Figure 17, when the group find themselves lost in the woods, Michael is upset with Heather for 
taping all of their conversations. In this sense, the film suggests a connection between being 
filmed and opening one’s self to danger, serving as an analogy for the dangers of surveillance. 
Figure 17 
Docile Bodies in The Blair Witch Project 
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Across several other films in the sample, including Evil Things, Creep, and The Houses 
October Built, while the connection between “docile bodies” and danger is less predominant as a 
theme, each of these films still constructs docile bodies (or the ease with being watched) as 
leading to danger. Evil Things (2009) is a film about a group of college friends who spend a 
weekend in a country home and go missing 48 hours later. Leo brings his new video camera to 
film his friends and their trip. The film is critical of Leo`s need or desire to document everything. 
Several times throughout the film, Leo’s filming is a source of tension or danger. Early in the 
film, the group express their displeasure with him filming them. In one scene, Leo is yelled at for 
filming Tanya while she is carsick. During their trip to the country home, they encounter a red 
van several times. As the film progresses, it is implied that the filming of the red van is a trigger 
for why the antagonist continues to stalk and harass the group. For example, when they stop to 
eat at a diner, the red van appears outside and, although Leo is told to stop filming, he continues 
to do so.  
The construction of docile bodies as a source of danger is also found in Creep and The 
Houses October Built. In these films, characters view or document events through a camera while 
ignoring dangers that become increasingly apparent.  Both films construct the characters as docile 
bodies through their need to film or comfort with being filmed. In Creep, the protagonist, Aaron, 
is a videographer – this is his career. In the diner scene, as shown in Figure 18, he willingly gives 
his camera to Josef, who has asked him to share a personally embarrassing moment. In this scene, 
Josef serves as a proxy for the audience illustrating the ease with watching and being watched. 
The first half of the film is Aaron watching the events over again – he is watching himself. Not 
only is he comfortable with filming others, he also allows himself to be a subject to being 
watched. Over the course of Creep, Aaron continues to film himself and subsequently watch his 
own footage as Josef stalks and threatens him, ignoring the dangers he places himself in. As 
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shown in Figure 18, Aaron ultimately agrees to meet Josef in a public place. More importantly, 
Aaron sets up his camera assuming that the act of filming their meeting offers him some safety. 
Aaron’s comfort with filming and being filmed ends with him being murdered by Josef.   
Figure 18 
Docile Bodies in Creep 
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Similar to Creep, the characters in The Houses October Built use cameras to film a 
documentary. In addition to the cameras they use for interviewing and documenting the various 
haunts, Figure 19 illustrates how they set up additional cameras in the RV to film themselves, 
explaining that they want to document everything. In this film, the construction of the characters 
as docile bodies is linked to danger, as the need to document everything gets the filmmakers in 
trouble. The film implies that the filming of the haunt attractions is the source of why the haunt 
workers continue to stalk and harass the filmmakers. On several occasions, they are warned not to 
film or are attacked by haunt workers for filming. As shown in Figure 19, in multiple scenes, the 
filmmakers encounter haunt workers at their campsites, miles away from the haunted attractions. 
While they believe that this is part of the "Blue Skeleton" experience, they later find themselves 
in real danger.  
Figure 19 
Docile Bodies in The Houses October Built 
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In summary, the found footage format and the construction of characters as docile bodies 
is used to critically examine the expansion of surveillance. Several films in the sample offer 
criticisms of surveillance by depicting the multidirectional nature of surveillance and a need or 
desire to document as negative. Further, in these films, the act of watching, being watched and 
documenting are implied as a source of danger for characters. The films serve as an analogy for 
the dangers of surveillance as they establishes a connection between filming or being filmed and 
opening one’s self to danger.   
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CHAPTER VI 
Found-Footage Horror and Voyeurism 
Voyeurism and the Consumption of Media Violence 
This chapter will discuss films that specifically examine the nature of voyeurism in 
society around crime and media. In this study, voyeurism refers to the use of found footage and 
watching characters in the film, which places the audience in the position of being an active 
participant in the violence. Several films in the sample, including The Last Horror Movie (2003), 
Alone with Her (2006), The Houses October Built (2014), Evil Things (2009), Home Movie 
(2008), The Den (2013), and Creep (2014) critically analyze the desire to consume and view 
information about violence. In these films, the found footage filming technique implicates the 
viewer in the violence onscreen. As such, the films use the theme of voyeurism to deliver a 
Foucauldian criticism of violence and media consumerism. Keller (2005) argues that voyeurism 
in popular culture serves as a method of control. The films serve to critique viewers as passive 
consumers of violent media. This relates to Foucault's concept of docile bodies, in the sense that 
people are shaped to be self-disciplined consumers. That is, the use of voyeurism as a theme in 
FFH films – making the audience complicit in the violence - is a critique of how media and 
popular culture can serve as a violent form of control. As a result, this form of control socializes 
people to become docile bodies.   
The most clear and thorough use of voyeurism as a theme is found in The Last Horror 
Movie. This film follows Max Parry, a wedding photographer, and his assistant, as they commit 
several murders while breaking what is referred to as the ‘fourth-wall’. The fourth wall is a term 
that originated in the theatre and is used to describe a transparent wall between the audience and 
stage, through which the audience voyeuristically watches (Auder & Davis, 1991; Conway, 
2010). The breaking of the fourth wall occurs when actors speak directly to or acknowledge the 
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audience. The entire film is extremely voyeuristic in nature as the viewer is watching Max and 
his assistant as they tape themselves killing people. Max narrates throughout the film in a series 
of off-screen recordings, in which the breaking of the fourth wall takes place, as he directly 
addresses and acknowledges the viewer. An interesting aspect of this film is that Max uses a 
video tape from a rental store to record the footage and the film insinuates that the video being 
watched is the only copy that exists. At the beginning of the film he explains that he has recorded 
over the film from the video store. Following this, the film cuts to footage of Max killing a man 
in a bathroom. It then switches back to a meta-reference, where Max says to the viewer, “You're 
interested now, aren't you? Go on, admit it. Well, you hired a horror movie, didn't you? So, you 
wanted to see something scary tonight, right?” (Piggott & Richards, 2003). The film continuously 
challenges and critiques the viewer’s desire or need to consume violence. In another scene, the 
footage shows a couple tied up in a room, where Max kills the woman while the assistant films 
her husband. The camera switches focus to the dead wife as Max kills the husband. Then, in 
another meta-reference, Max asks the viewer “Were you at all curious to see what was 
happening? Were you absolutely sure, without a shadow of a doubt, that you weren't craning a 
little to see?” (Piggott & Richards, 2003). In this film, the use of both found footage and the 
breaking of the fourth wall challenge the viewer’s passive voyeurism and makes them explicitly 
complicit in the violence. These film techniques challenge the nature of docile bodies.  
The increasing commodification of surveillance in a surveillance society both enables and 
constrains individuals (Heller-Nicholas, 2014; Lyon, 2001). For example, it may provide ease in 
communication or be used to monitor people, thereby constraining them. According to Lyon 
(2001), the affordability of surveillance equipment has encouraged watching and other 
voyeuristic activities. This is exemplified in the film Alone with Her, where the affordability and 
accessibility of surveillance equipment permits a man to stalk and kill a woman. In this film, a 
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man named Doug immediately becomes obsessed with Amy after watching her in a park. In the 
opening scene, Doug wanders down the beach and through the park with a spy camera hidden in 
his bag, secretly filming people. The following day, he visits an electronics store, where an 
employee recommends an affordable product that comes with everything he needs. When he asks 
if he “needs a license or something”, the employee confirms that, “it’s totally legal” (Engelman, 
Engelman & Nicholas, 2006). After purchasing the equipment, he breaks into Amy’s apartment 
to set up the spy cameras, which he uses to learn information about her in order to manipulate her 
life. The entire premise of the film is voyeurism and the desire to watch people.  
Throughout the film, Doug follows Amy around during the day, as she does laundry, goes 
to work, exercises, etc., and watches her on the spy cameras in her apartment. Most of this is 
experienced through Doug's POV, as his breathing, walking, talking, etc., are heard from the spy 
camera clipped on his shirt. He follows Amy to a coffee shop one day and initiates conversation, 
eventually manipulating her into friendship. When Amy is not interested in a romantic 
relationship with Doug, he resorts to more extreme measures to force his way into her life. For 
example, when he asks her to go to a concert and she declines due to a prior engagement that 
night, he drugs her, making her very ill and unable to go on a date with her co-worker. In another 
scene, Doug breaks into her car and steals her laptop, which results in her being fired from work.  
While The Last Horror Movie, and its breaking of the ‘fourth-wall’, is the most explicit 
Foucauldian criticism of voyeurism, several other films in the sample critique the role of the 
audience as consumers of media violence. In The Houses October Built, Evil Things, Home 
Movie, The Den, and Creep, there are narrative twists at the climax of the films where the camera 
reveals that the viewer has been watching someone else “watch” events of the film as an 
audience. That is, by the end of the films, the viewer realizes that they have been watching the 
film through the killer’s eyes and they are now implicated in the violence. In essence, the viewer 
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is the killer. For example, at the end of Creep the audience learns that they have been watching 
all the events through Josef’s eyes. In other words, the entire film is Josef watching his 
manipulation and eventual murder of Aaron on video. At the climax of Home Movie, it is 
revealed that the viewer has been watching the “Jack and Emily Show” – the audience is 
watching Jack and Emily film themselves killing their parents. 
In Evil Things, both Leo and the killers engage in watching through the camera’s lens. For 
the first half of the film, the camera’s gaze primarily belongs to Leo. However, at the climax, the 
group realize that someone else was watching them all along. In the last scene, as shown in 
Figure 20, the camera view zooms out and reveals that the viewer has been watching the entire 
film through the killer’s eyes. The audience is now literally looking over the shoulder of the killer 
who has been watching the film footage on several monitors. Similarly, in the final scene of The 
Den, the camera pulls back and the viewer realizes that the film was a streamed event that has 
been purchased and viewed by middle-aged man. The man is interrupted by his son, who walks 
in and asks what the father has been watching. When the man clicks the window closed and says 
‘nothing’, the audience is clearly implicated in the consumption of violence. 
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Figure 20 
Media Violence and Consumerism in FFH Films 
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This aspect of voyeurism in these films offers an interesting commentary on the passive 
consumption of media violence and the relationship between consumerism and docile bodies. It 
implicates the viewer as they continue to watch and consume violent images, as there are 
multiple images of the watchers being watched. These films serve as a Foucauldian critique by 
using this voyeuristic technique to disrupt the viewer’s passive consumption of media violence, 
such that they cannot passively consume any longer. For example, an interesting aspect in The 
Houses October Built (2014) was that the climax of the film begins on Bourbon Street in New 
Orleans where voyeurism, consumerism and objectification all intersect. The climax then shifts 
the perspective to a killer POV implicating the viewer in the final acts of violence committed 
against the filmmakers.  
In Creep, Josef enjoys watching the footage of Aaron and comments on how it gets 
betters with each subsequent viewing. This aspect of voyeurism in the films offers an interesting 
commentary on the enjoyment an audience derive from watching violence and horror in film. 
While Josef knows the outcome, it does not reduce his enjoyment of the film, but, in fact, 
enhances it. Similarly, the viewer begins watching these films knowing that characters will be 
killed in brutal and violent ways. However, knowing the outcome does not diminish the pleasure, 
as this is the point of why people watch it. Thus, the passive consumption of media violence is a 
form of self-discipline and control, which is disrupted by this voyeuristic film technique.  
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CHAPTER VII 
Discussion 
As a relatively recent criminological perspective, cultural criminology has increasingly 
drawn attention to the importance of studying meaning and representation in fictional media and 
popular culture. Specifically, cultural criminology provides a relevant theoretical framework for 
understanding how media representations impact crime and crime control, as well as societal 
attitudes and responses (Ferrell, 1999). As previously discussed, there is a reciprocal relationship 
between fictional media representations and crime and crime control in reality, as they both 
influence and reflect one another (e.g., Brownstein, 1991; Hayward, Young & Ferrell, 2008; 
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Philips & Strobl, 2006). In the Hall of Mirrors, Ferrell (1999) discusses how images created and 
consumed by society continuously reflect or ‘bounce’ off of one another. This leads to the 
blurring of an actual event and its fictional representation, which reflects societal fears and 
anxieties.   
 The purpose of this study was to examine how the cultural narratives in FFH films 
represent or construct the use of surveillance, law and governance, social control and crime 
control. Since horror films (FFH) largely involve elements of surveillance, this source of media is 
critical to understanding how the use of technology and surveillance are constructed in media. 
Specifically, a qualitative ethnographic content analysis was conducted to examine themes that 
emerged from a sample of 20 films, concerning the use of camera and/or surveillance footage and 
crime control and the production of a culture of fear. As previously stated, the study was guided 
by two specific research questions: 
1. What themes and narratives emerge from found-footage horror films concerning the 
use of technology and surveillance in the production of “docile bodies”?  
2. To what extent do found-footage horror films construct surveillance and technology 
as a “political technology of the body”? 
According to Philips and Strobl (2006), fictional media is a form of alternate social reality 
that may mirror broader society. Their research on constructions of crime and justice issues in 
comic books shows the importance of examining fictional media, as it can often reflect larger 
cultural anxieties concerning safety and security. Further, fictional media provide viewers with a 
means of vicariously experiencing the moral and philosophical questions posed by criminal 
justice themes. Since film is considered a cultural artefact and form of fictional media, they 
contain meaningful representations, worthy of cultural analysis. As previously discussed, horror 
films often have a subversive or transgressive nature, which tend to be reflective of various 
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societal concerns and/or anxieties. For instance, the impacts of the September 11th, 2001 terrorist 
attacks have been explored in many films, including the horror genre. However, a relatively new 
horror subgenre – found footage horror – re-emerged during this time period and became 
popularized in the wake of 9/11.   
Found footage horror refers to films that are produced using hand-held cameras, 
surveillance cameras or both, or films that consist of footage that is presented as having 
previously existed and has now been discovered or found (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). In borrowing 
the found footage technique, found footage horror films are marked by elements of surveillance 
and technology. Therefore, they are critical to understanding constructions of surveillance and 
technology and how these constructions may reflect social anxieties and public perceptions 
(Heller-Nicholas, 2014; Sconce, 2000). Following an analysis of the 20 films included in the 
present sample, three major themes relevant to the above research questions were identified. 
These themes were conservative notions of law and order and fear of crime, critical messages 
about surveillance, and voyeurism.  
 Conservative Themes  
The first major finding or theme that emerged concerned conservative ideology around 
law and order and fear of crime. Specifically, across several films in the sample, the Internet was 
constructed as a dangerous place, characterized by multidirectional surveillance and inhabited by 
anonymous online predators who proliferate in the digital world. For example, films such as The 
Den (2013), Megan is Missing (2011) and Unfriended (2015) reinforce the need for security 
through narratives focused on the multidirectional nature of surveillance on the Internet and 
online predatory crime. In these films, the protagonist(s) believe that they have control over what 
is shared on the Internet and who sees them and at what times. However, the films depict online 
predators who are able to use information accessed online to stalk and victimize the protagonists. 
SURVEILLANCE, FEAR AND CRIME CONTROL 93 
Further, these horror narratives are linked to familiar discourses of fear in the media, such as 
child predators, cyberbullying and social media, and security on the Internet. In Megan is 
Missing, the Internet is constructed as a place inhabited by anonymous online predators who prey 
on susceptible children. When Megan meets ‘SkaterJosh’ in an online chat, she is easily 
convinced to meet him in person, as he quickly exploits her insecurities, which gains her interest. 
Following her abduction, the film shows graphic images of Megan being tortured that were 
uploaded on a fetish website. Both the exploitative and graphic nature of the photos and the 
referral to fetish sites reinforce the construction of the Internet as dangerous.  
While the Internet may be a ‘scary place’, FFH films emphasize social control, 
surveillance and documenting events, as a means of protecting law-abiding citizens. This was a 
common thematic pattern in films that reinforce the importance of recording or documenting 
events. For example, Megan is Missing (2011), Amber Alert (2012) and Afflicted (2013), 
legitimize the use of surveillance by constructing it as positive, necessary and beneficial. In these 
films, camera and surveillance footage are used to uncover truth about what is happening or 
happened. In Megan is Missing, surveillance is constructed as positive in scenes where police are 
able to determine details about Megan and Amy’s disappearances using security and camera 
footage to aid their investigation. Similarly, the need to continue filming is reinforced by 
protagonists in Amber Alert, who record and document their experiences to help them investigate 
a child abduction case.  
 Conservative law and order ideology were also reinforced through the use of found 
footage as a form of social control, where characters that challenge or violate conventional social 
norms are punished. Specifically, several films involve a narrative where a character uses a 
camera in an attempt to expose legend or belief. Many include depictions of authority figures, as 
a means of reinforcing traditional authority or dogma, who warn about questioning legend or 
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belief. For example, in The Blair Witch Project (1999), Paranormal Activity (2007) and Willow 
Creek (2013, characters are warned by authority figures, such as local community members and 
doctors, not to film or attempt to search for legend or belief. However, as the narratives progress, 
the camera footage uncovers truth and characters are punished for violating or challenging 
traditional authority.  
Critical Themes 
A second major finding that emerged explored critical themes about surveillance and 
surveillance society. Specifically, many films in the sample critically challenge objectivity and 
reality in technology and media by examining how these sources of information, such as video 
cameras and surveillance footage, do not necessarily equal truth. In these films, a common 
pattern was the use of camera footage initially being introduced as objective or accurate, which is 
later revealed as ambiguous or false. For example, Diary of the Dead (2007) demonstrates issues 
of objectivity and truth in surveillance footage through a direct criticism of news media and the 
24-hour news cycle. The film presents news footage that initially suggests the rising of the dead 
to be terrorist attacks or isolated incidents. Later in the film, Jason and his friends view the news 
footage shown at the start of the film, however, the original footage has been edited to suggest 
that the victims rising from the dead were actually alive and attacked law enforcement. Other 
films, such as The Den (2013) and Unfriended (2015), examine the Internet as a source of 
information whose objectivity and accuracy is questionable. In The Den, many of Elizabeth's 
online interactions establish the artificial nature of what is seen on the Internet. In one video chat, 
the user appears to be a woman in a bikini doing a strip tease with her back turned to the webcam. 
When the 'woman' turns around, it is revealed that the person is actually a man.  
 In addition to presenting issues of objectivity and truth, another thematic pattern that 
emerged was the use of found footage as a means of exploring ownership of surveillance footage 
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and claims making. Several films in the sample use camera footage to demonstrate how 
ownership of objective source of information can be used to make certain claims. Similarly, 
many studies have examined how powerful institutions, such as police, use film footage to frame 
events to further a specific claim (e.g., Doyle, 2003; Schneider & Trottier, 2013). In Diary of the 
Dead (2007), Rec (2007) and The Bay (2012), filmmakers utilize the found footage format to 
illustrate how surveillance footage and digital media can be controlled and edited by authority 
structures. For example, The Bay uses footage comprised of various sources of information, such 
as cell phones, web cams and news media, to tell the story about a parasitic outbreak. However, 
Donna Thompson, the news reporter who narrates much of the film, explains that many sources 
of information used to record the event were confiscated by the government and used to further 
the claim that the outbreak was due to water temperature, rather than toxicity levels.  
Other films, such as Home Movie (2008) and The Sacrament (2013), illustrate how 
objective sources of information, such as camera footage, can produce multiple versions of truth. 
In these films, ownership of camera footage is used to support vastly different claims through 
characters that document the same events with significantly different objectives. For example, in 
The Sacrament, the audience watches footage filmed by both Father, the religious commune 
leader at Eden Parish, and Jake, Vice cameraman, that tell different stories about the events that 
occurred at Eden Parish. However, they both film the events with significantly different 
objectives. While, Father documents their mass suicide as both an act of defiance and political 
statement, Jake documents the events so that the "rest of the world" knows what happened to him 
and the members of Eden Parish (Roth & West, 2013). The separate filming of the same events at 
Eden Parish creates the potential for two very different versions of the story, demonstrating the 
subjective nature of ownership of information.  
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Lastly, FFH films explored critical themes concerning surveillance using Foucault's 
notion of the docile body and the role of panopticism in a surveillance society. Specifically, many 
films in the sample depict the need or desire to document and the ease with which characters 
document events as a form of Foucault’s concept of docile bodies. Further, the docile nature of 
characters in the films was implied as a source of danger, as characters often document 
themselves or others using a camera and frequently ignore increasingly apparent warning signs of 
danger. That is, the multidirectional nature of surveillance and the willingness to be watched and 
need or desire to document is constructed as negative. In Diary of the Dead (2007) and The Blair 
Witch Project (1999), characters are constructed as docile bodies through their comfort with 
filming and being filmed, as well as their obsession with documenting the events they experience. 
In these films, there is a connection between the docile nature of the characters and danger. For 
example, Jason and Debra, two of the main protagonists in Diary of the Dead, continue filming 
when their friends are attacked by zombies, rather than helping.   
Voyeurism 
The third major finding in this study was voyeurism and the implications of media 
violence. Specifically, many films in the sample critically examine the nature of voyeurism in 
society around crime and media and the desire to consume and view information about violence. 
Using the theme of voyeurism, the films offer a Foucauldian critique of violence and media 
consumption, by implicating viewers as passive consumers of violent media. According to Keller 
(2005), voyeurism in popular culture serves as a method of control, which shapes people to be 
self-disciplined consumers. For example, The Last Horror Movie (2003) offers the most clear and 
explicit attempt to implicate the audience as passive consumers of violent media, using the theme 
of voyeurism and the fourth wall technique. The entire film is comprised of footage of Max and 
his assistant filming themselves committing several murders, as well as off-screen recordings 
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where Max acknowledges the viewer and challenges their desire to consume media violence. For 
example, in an early scene the film shows Max killing a man in a bathroom and then the footage 
switches to a meta-reference where Max says to the audience, “You're interested now, aren't you? 
Go on, admit it. Well, you hired a horror movie, didn't you? So, you wanted to see something 
scary tonight, right?” The use of voyeurism and the breaking of the fourth wall serve to disrupt 
the viewer’s passive consumption of media violence. Thus, implicating viewers in the violence is 
a criticism of how media and popular culture can serve as a violent form of control.  
 When utilizing a cultural criminological approach to studying meaning and 
representation in fictional media, it is important to examine the manner in which the themes, 
narratives and messages are being presented. In general, themes, narratives and messages in 
fictional media tend to be either critical or supportive of the subject matter being represented, 
which is specifically relevant to a study of surveillance, technology and various forms of 
governance. For example, in a study examining fictional representations of terrorism and counter-
terrorism in American culture, Erickson (2007) identified two prevalent themes – subversion and 
legitimization. Based on an analysis of the thematic patterns that emerged in the findings, this 
study presents implications regarding surveillance, fear of crime and crime control. As outlined 
in the results chapters, FFH films present both conservative and critical themes, which includes 
both the legitimization and criticisms of surveillance, law and governance issues, social control 
and crime control.  
Implications 
Legitimization of Surveillance 
The first major implication of this study's findings was the legitimization of surveillance. 
Although some of the films in the sample construct support for surveillance, this was a less 
prevalent, but nonetheless significant theme. As discussed in Chapter IV, a major finding in the 
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study was conservative themes around law and order and fear of crime. This included the 
construction of the Internet as a dangerous place, characterized by multidirectional surveillance 
and inhabited by anonymous online predators. While films like The Den, Megan is Missing and 
Unfriended depict the dangers of the Internet and, specifically, the accessibility of information 
and multidirectional surveillance afforded to users, they also imply a need for security or 
surveillance as a means of protection for children and Internet use. For instance, Megan is 
Missing and Unfriended both follow narratives centered around children being victimized on and 
through the use of the Internet. As previously discussed, the narratives in these films are 
reminiscent of familiar societal concerns about cyberbullying and social media, such as the 
suicides of Tyler Clementi in 2010 and Amanda Todd in 2012, which have been reflected in the 
media. In Megan is Missing, both protagonists engage in online video chat, which allows the 
antagonist to exploit their insecurities and victimize them. Following Megan’s abduction, there 
appears to be no change in parental monitoring for Amy, as she continues online video chatting 
with SkaterJosh and is allowed to go out with no supervision. As a result, Amy faces a similar 
fate to that of Megan, as she is captured, tortured and eventually murdered. In this sense, the 
film's construction of the Internet as dangerous and the abduction and murder of the two 
teenagers offers support for more surveillance. Ultimately, these aspects of the film serve as a 
warning for parents to monitor or surveil their children's Internet use.  
In addition to the need for security and surveillance, another conservative theme that 
emerged was the construction of surveillance as valuable and a necessary form of protection. 
Films such as Megan is Missing, Amber Alert and Afflicted legitimized the use of surveillance by 
reinforcing the importance of constantly recording or documenting events. In these films, 
surveillance is constructed as positive when used by legitimate authorities and when characters 
are able to use camera footage to uncover truth. Specifically, Megan is Missing and Amber Alert 
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adopt narratives centered around child abductions, a familiar discourse of fear in the media, to 
demonstrate the importance and benefits of surveillance in solving crime. For example, when 
Megan and Amy go missing, police are able to determine that they were abducted as well as 
details about their abductions using surveillance and camera footage. Similarly, in Amber Alert, 
Sam obsessively films using her video camera and listens through the microphone planted in the 
amber alert vehicle. The film implies a benefit to having the events recorded on camera, as a 
sheriff instructs them to give the footage to the police station. These constructions of surveillance 
are reflective of the shift towards a hyper-surveillance society. Surveillance is presented as being 
beneficial to law-abiding citizens and a tool for protection against those who break laws.  
Criticisms of Surveillance 
 While some films in the sample included themes that offered support for more 
surveillance, most of the themes that emerged in this study were generally critical of surveillance. 
A major theme that emerged from films in the study was conservative ideology that reinforced 
fear of crime. In the construction of the Internet as a dangerous place, FFH films depicted the 
multidirectional nature of surveillance on the Internet and, more specifically, social media. In 
these films, multidirectional surveillance is used to emphasize the accessibility of information on 
the Internet and the dangers involved with public information sharing. The narratives follow 
protagonists who use the Internet assuming they are doing the watching and have control over 
who sees them and what information is accessible. However, surveillance on the Internet and 
social media is revealed to be multidirectional. That is, anonymous online predators or risky 
others in these films engage in increasingly insidious forms of surveillance that permits them to 
stalk and victimize the protagonists. Characters in these films use the Internet, such as social 
media sites, with the intent to watch other people, and as the films progress, these characters 
discover that they were the ones being watched by others.  
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Criticisms of surveillance are also found in films that examine objectivity and truth in 
objective sources of information, such as surveillance and camera footage and the Internet. While 
surveillance technology may capture an event as it occurs, FFH films portray camera footage as 
subjective or questionable to demonstrate how it may not necessarily equal truth. One of the 
major ways in which objectivity and truth emerged as a critical theme was by constructing 
camera footage presented at the start of the films as ambiguous or false. For instance, some films 
examine objectivity and truth in surveillance footage through a direct criticism of news media 
and the 24-hour news cycle. Other films similarly construct the Internet as a form of surveillance 
whose objectivity and accuracy is questionable.   
Not only do FFH films critique the use of surveillance technology as an objective source 
of information, they also critically examine ownership and claims-making. Some films in the 
sample adopt the found footage format to illustrate how surveillance footage and digital media 
can be controlled and edited by authority structures to support specific claims and enforce social 
control. A second way in which the films are critical of the use of surveillance was by 
demonstrating how objective surveillance and camera footage can be owned and used to support 
vastly different claims through characters that film the same events with significantly different 
objectives. In these films, ownership of surveillance footage and claims-making are examined by 
using camera footage filmed by multiple characters to tell different stories about the same central 
events. To this end, the findings present implications for the reliance on surveillance technology 
as a credible source of information 
 FFH films are also critical of surveillance in their adaptation of Foucault’s docile bodies 
through characters that demonstrate a need or desire to film and comfort and ease with being 
filmed. In these films, part of the criticism lies in the concerns about the acceptance of broader 
surveillance, as the willingness to be watched and need or desire to film is constructed as 
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negative. For instance, the construction of characters as docile bodies is often implied as a source 
of danger. In many films, characters obsessively film events around them or are comfortable with 
the camera’s gaze, while ignoring increasingly apparent warning signs of danger. In other words, 
they neglect to recognize that they are opening themselves to or placing themselves in danger by 
allowing themselves to be the subject of surveillance. This is demonstrated in The Houses 
October Built and Creep, where the protagonists are filmmakers seeking to document truth. 
During their road trip to visit extreme haunt houses, the documentary filmmakers in The Houses 
October Built are warned not to film and attacked by haunt workers for filming. As part of their 
documentary, they set up surveillance cameras in their RV to film the entire trip. The film is 
critical of their acceptance of surveillance, as it is later turned against them when they find 
footage of themselves sleeping, posted online. In Creep, following the bizarre experience with 
Josef, Aaron continues to film himself and subsequently watch his own footage as Josef stalks 
and threatens him, ignoring the dangers he places himself in, such as agreeing to meet Josef in a 
secluded, public place.  
Other films, such as Diary of the Dead and The Blair Witch Project explicitly critique the 
docile nature of the characters and their need to record events around them. In these films, there 
is often conflict between characters regarding constant and obsessive filming. For example, In 
Diary of the Dead, Jason is obsessed with filming and refuses to leave the camera behind when 
the battery begins to die. Similarly, Heather, a main protagonist in The Blair Witch Project, has a 
need or desire to film everything. Several times throughout the film, Michael and Joshua argue 
with Heather about her taping all of their conversations. Thus, the film implies that Heather’s 
filming places the group in danger, which serves as an analogy for the dangers of surveillance.      
Lastly, using the theme of voyeurism and media violence, FFH films are critical of the 
use of surveillance, as it challenges the desire to consume and view information about violence. 
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Because FFH films adopt the found footage format, voyeurism is characteristic of films in the 
subgenre. As discussed in Chapter VI, many films in the sample critically analyze the 
consumption of media violence. In these films, voyeurism serves as a Foucauldian criticism of 
violence and media consumerism, as the found footage filming technique implicates viewers as 
active participants in the onscreen violence. For instance, The Last Horror Movie adopts the 
theme of voyeurism and surveillance to critique viewers as passive consumers of violent media. 
In The Last Horror Movie, Max Parry challenges the viewer’s need or desire to consume violence 
in a series of meta-references, while breaking the ‘fourth wall’. The entire film is comprised of 
camera footage of Max and his assistant taping themselves, while committing several murders. In 
one scene, Max kills a man off-screen and then asks the viewer, “Were you at all curious to see 
what was happening? Were you absolutely sure, without a shadow of a doubt, that you weren't 
craning a little to see?” (Piggott & Richards, 2003).  
 Similarly, films such as Alone With Her offer criticisms of surveillance, as it permits 
people to engage in voyeuristic behaviours. For instance, the affordability and accessibility of 
surveillance equipment permits a man to stalk and kill a woman. After watching Amy in a park, 
Doug immediately becomes obsessed with her and engages in insidious forms of surveillance to 
spy on, stalk and manipulate her. For example, he purchases surveillance cameras from a local 
electronics store, which he plants in her apartment and uses to watch her. Using the surveillance 
cameras, Doug is able to find out information about her, which he uses to force his way into her 
life, which ultimately results in her murder.  
Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research  
During the sampling stage, a purposive sampling technique was utilized to identify films 
relevant to the study. However, this resulted in a non-random sample and may not be considered 
representative of the found footage horror genre as a whole. As discussed, the found footage 
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format permits low production budgets, resulting in a prevalence of films in the found footage 
horror subgenre. Among the hundreds of found footage horror films, only 20 films were selected 
to conduct the study. As such, this study does not encompass the found footage horror subgenre 
in its entirety. Additionally, employing a purposive sampling technique may have influenced the 
themes that emerged, which resulted in an abundance of films that offer criticisms of 
surveillance. Therefore, beyond the films included in this sample, the study cannot indicate 
whether the majority of found-footage horror films are either supportive or critical of 
surveillance.  
While this study indicates the legitimization of law and order and fear of crime and 
criticisms of surveillance and voyeurism in FFH films, it does not indicate the effects of these 
themes on viewers. To this end, recommendations for future research include participant studies 
to determine if and how FFH films influence viewership. Further, the findings do not indicate 
why some films normalize the use of surveillance, while others are critical of surveillance. Thus, 
future research should consider the factors that influence how the subject matter is presented.  
Conclusion 
Although horror films have been studied at large, due to their often subversive or 
transgressive nature, there is little to no research considering found-footage horror films, one of 
the most popular horror tropes, and the social and cultural subtexts they represent. Found-footage 
horror, a pervasive horror subgenre popularized in the wake of 9/11, refers to films whose content 
is presented as found or discovered, and films that were produced using digital hand-held 
cameras and/or surveillance cameras (Heller-Nicholas, 2014). In general, found-footage horror 
films follow a narrative that depicts characters and events in the film as real or factual, through 
the use of cameras and other surveillance techniques. Since found-footage horror films adopt the 
found footage format to present truth or reality, they are marked by themes of surveillance and 
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technology, which are reflective of social and cultural notions of new media technologies. Thus, 
the overall purpose of this study involved conducting an ethnographic content analysis to 
consider how cultural themes and narratives presented in found footage horror films represent or 
construct the use of surveillance, law and governance, social control and crime control. 
Based on a review of the literature and the initial coding stage, a total of seven themes or 
‘bucket codes’ were identified (see Appendix C). Following an analysis of the data, three main 
themes emerged: conservative themes, critical themes and FFH and voyeurism. In general, some 
films reinforce conservative ideology around law and order and fear of crime, while others 
critically examined the use of surveillance and voyeurism in society around crime and media. 
Specifically, a central focus of the study was to examine whether these themes and narratives 
were generally supportive or critical of the use of surveillance. Based on the findings, FFH films 
offer both legitimization and criticisms of surveillance. However, in general, the themes 
presented in the films in the sample offer more criticism than support for surveillance. Some 
films construct support for more surveillance by depicting it as a form of law and order and social 
control that protects law-abiding citizens. Other films are critical of the use of surveillance in 
several aspects, such as the accuracy of objective sources of information, the claims that can be 
made with ownership of this information and the dangers of multidirectional surveillance.  
While constructions of surveillance in media and popular culture have been documented 
by other research studies, this study identified a relative absence of research in this area on films, 
and, more specifically, FFH films. As such, this study contributes to the literature regarding 
surveillance in media and popular culture, by examining themes and narratives in FFH films that 
depict surveillance, as well as the underlying messages they reflect. The implications of the 
study’s findings determined that the FFH films in the sample are both supportive and critical of 
surveillance and social control. 
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Appendix A 
 
IMDB Website: Search Process 
• Keyword search:  
o “Found Footage” – 494 titles identified 
• Search narrowed by limiting titles by “Genre” (Horror) 
o 273 titles identified 
• Search narrowed by limiting to “Feature Film” 
o 195 titles identified 
• Search narrowed by limiting within “Genre” (in the horror genre) including 
‘Mystery’, ‘Drama’, ‘Action’, ‘Adventure’, ‘Thriller’, ‘Crime’, and ‘Documentary’ 
but excluding  
o ‘Comedy’ (13 titles excluded – Haunted House, Trollhunter, The Jokesters, 
Grendel, Zombie Pizza, El Sanatario, Cannibal Crew, Paranormal bad Trip 
3D, The End, The Locals, Nenasytna Tiffany, Pretenatural, A Guidebook to 
Killing Your Ex) 
o ‘Fantasy’ (Trollhunter’ and Paranormal Bad Trip 3D), and  
o ‘Sci-Fi’ (23 titles excluded)  
• Exclude sequels, anthology titles 
o Left with 159 titles 
Appendix B 
Table 1: Film Sample 
 
Film Title Year Film Title Year 
The Blair Witch Project 1999 Grave Encounters 2011 
The Last Horror Movie 2003 Amber Alert 2012 
Alone With Her 2006 The Bay 2012 
Rec 2007 The Den 2013 
Diary of the Dead 2007 The Sacrament 2013 
Paranormal Activity  2007 Willow Creek 2013 
Home Movie  2008 Afflicted  2013 
Evil Things 2009 The Houses October Built 2014 
The Last Exorcism  2010 Creep 2014 
Megan is Missing 2011 Unfriended  2015 
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Appendix C 
Table 2: Coding Categories  
 
Code Definition 
Voyeurism The use of found footage and watching 
characters in the film places you in the position 
of being an active participant in the violence; 
The filming technique implicates you in the 
violence onscreen 
 
Panopticism The act of “being watched” is not 
unidirectional; Film narrative and found 
footage technique implies multidirectional 
surveillance; Being watched from multiple 
sources; The watcher is being watched 
Docile Bodies (or Docility)  Some aspect of the found footage that 
normalizes “watching”, “being watched”, and 
having information shared or collected 
 
Authority and Norm Reinforcement Found footage as social control mechanism; 
Punishment of characters who challenge or 
deviate from conventional social norms 
 
Objectivity and “Truth” Images seen through “objective” sources of 
information (i.e., video-cameras, surveillance 
footage) are portrayed as questionable; 
Objectivity and reality being challenged 
 
Documenting the Horror 
 
The importance of “recording” and 
documenting experiences 
“Risky Others” Internet as dangerous place 
 
 
 
